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 Part 1:

 KINGSLAYER

 


 


 


“EDRICUS: What strive you for, imperious
Ironside?

Renowned Canutus, what do you level at?

We daily to appease your mortal wars

offer our slaughtered bodies to the sword,

yet neither of you have the upper hand.

Today he that was foiled tomorrow foils ...”

 


 


—Edmund Ironside, Shakespeare Apocrypha,

Act V, Scene 2, lines 120-140
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 Winter 1016 A.D.

 


The only flaw in Godric’s plan to kill King
Edmund Ironside was that he would not be able to brag about it.

No one would believe him, anyway. He was only
nine years old when he devoted himself to the incredible task.
Additionally, he would not be able to do it without the help of his
father, Eadric Streona, and a contraption from the great Jomsviking
warrior, Thorkell the Tall. But Eadric did not want to claim
responsibility for the great deed, himself, for reasons Godric did
not fully comprehend.

Everything started when Eadric came home and
explained the state of the war to Godric. To Godric, it all seemed
so simple. After the death of King Ethelred and the Battle of
Ashingdon, Engla-lond split in two. The northern lands of
Engla-lond—East Anglia, Mercia, Essex, and Northumbria—went to King
Canute of the Danes. The southern lands—Wessex, Sussex, and
Kent—went to Edmund Ironside, the son of King Ethelred and
legitimate Anglo-Saxon heir. Vikings and Anglo-Saxons had been
fighting each other for centuries, and now the country was on the
verge of being united. But it could never be united under two
separate kings.

King Canute clearly deserved the throne, in
Godric’s eyes. His father’s fathers had chosen to sail from their
homes in Denmark to conquer Engla-lond a long time ago, striking
the Anglo-Saxons from the coasts and rivers. Vikings began without
any property on Engla-lond, but had managed to take control of
nearly all of it. If the Anglo-Saxons could not manage to defend
their own land from Viking pirates, they should probably bow down
to the stronger leader. And if that was not enough reason to
support Canute, Eadric himself was Ealdorman of Mercia, which now
fell under Canute’s leadership.

“But Edmund is still alive,” Godric said to
Eadric. They sat in Eadric’s dining hall, their bellies full of
fish and bread. Eadric looked exhausted, for he had recently
returned from Gloucester, where King Edmund and King Canute dueled
and forged their tenuous truce.

Godric knew that his father did not like
fighting and warfare. He preferred eating and drinking, flirting
with women, and listening to the harpist play by the hearth fire.
But tonight there was no harpist, no women, and very little food.
Eadric’s wife had left him some time ago. Godric did not mind: he
had never liked Aydith very much, nor did she like him, for she was
not Godric’s mother. Even so, Eadric had never looked so sad and
lonely as he did at this moment.

“I don’t think he’ll stop until all of
Engla-lond is his,” Godric went on. Eadric’s large blue eyes
flashed a little as he looked up at his bastard son. Godric was
glad, for he hated seeing his father look so miserable. Normally
Eadric was poised and elegant, his curly blond hair combed, his
face and clothes clean, his mouth slanted by a secretive smile. But
tonight his body was heavy with ale and sorrow.

“You are right about that, Godric,” he said
at last.

Godric nodded. “So he must die.”

Eadric straightened up even more. He stared
upon Godric as if seeing him for the first time. “Godric ...” he
said, and his eyes clouded over again. Some of the weight and
weariness returned to his shoulders. “We are speaking of the king
of southern Engla-lond.”

“But you should kill him, Father.” Godric
knew something about his father most people did not. Truly enough,
Eadric did not like fighting. But he still killed when it needed to
be done, and he did so thoroughly. Almost two years ago, Godric
witnessed Eadric and his hearth companions kill two Danish nobles
and their men in this very same dining hall. It had been bloody,
and noisy, full of screaming and slashing as blades tore through
flesh. Eadric himself had nearly been choked to death before
slitting his enemy’s throat. Godric cried when it happened, but he
was stronger now. He understood why people must die. The death of
certain people put the world into balance.

As he looked upon his father, Godric wondered
whether Eadric had the same confidence in himself. Perhaps he
simply did not have confidence in the advice of his nine-year-old
bastard son. As if to prove him wrong, Godric reached out and took
his drinking horn. It was heavier than he expected it to be,
weighed down by the ale inside and the jewels around its exterior.
The horn had been a gift to Eadric from Edmund Ironside. Steeling
himself, Godric leaned back and poured some of the ale into his
mouth.

The liquid burned his throat. Water rushed to
his eyes and his chest tightened then felt like it would explode.
But Godric repressed his cough, managing to do no more than sputter
a little. “And I could help you,” he wheezed.

Eadric angrily snatched his horn back from
Godric’s hands. “That’s enough,” he hissed. “Isn’t it time for you
to go to bed?”

“Not yet. I have until—”

“I don’t care!” Eadric’s voice was loud and
sharp. Godric felt his courage and confidence drain away in the
face of his father’s disdain. “Go to bed, Godric. And do not speak
of this to anyone.”

Godric obeyed, dragging his feet through the
rushes as he left the warmth of the dining hall. He felt angry, and
hopeful, and sad all at once. Sad that Eadric hated the idea of
Godric’s help. Angry that Eadric denied the necessity of Edmund’s
death. But hopeful that Eadric still entrusted him with knowledge
he did not share with anyone else. And do not speak of this to
anyone, he’d said.

Godric had no one to speak about it to,
anyway. His mother, Hildred, turned a blind eye on anything related
to Vikings and warfare. She turned a blind eye on most things, in
fact. She worked in Eadric’s fortress, sewing his clothes and
sometimes cleaning his dishes, avoiding his wife, tucking Godric to
bed then walking him to church for his lessons in the morning.
Other than that she did very little at all, nor spoke of her
thoughts. Perhaps she had none. Sometimes, Godric misbehaved just
to get a response out of her. If he did something silly, like
splashing his water or running about the room, sometimes he could
get her to laugh. Those were the best moments between them.

Aside from his mother, the only people Godric
spent a significant amount of time with were the monks of Tamworth
church and Thorkell the Tall. The monks and prior taught him his
daily lessons, which he hated. Every day they showed him how to
read the Bible and copy its words. Godric had long since learned
how to read quite fluently, so these days he learned little beyond
the rules of Saint Benedict and the wisdom of Jesus Christ.
Sometimes they showed him how to tend to their gardens of leeks and
onions, but Godric found this tedious, as well.

Godric did not see how the church’s lessons
would ever be of use to him. Even Father said that monks were not
as wise as they believed themselves to be. He said that enjoyment
was the point of life and that monks shunned pleasure–though they
certainly didn’t seem to mind the pleasure of hiding in their
churches while the rest of the country fought to protect them from
Vikings. Godric preferred Eadric’s way of thinking to that of the
prior. And as far as lessons were concerned, he greatly preferred
Thorkell’s.

True to his name, Thorkell was the tallest
man Godric had ever seen in his life. He had flowing hair the color
of hay and a long, impassive face. His muscles were curvy and
rippling but hard as rock. Godric hoped to be as big and strong as
Thorkell some day, though he doubted he ever would be. Thorkell had
a son of his own named Finn, and even though Finn was three years
younger, his head reached almost as high as Godric’s.

Thorkell could fight with any weapon he
picked up with his huge, branch-like arms. Sometimes he showed
Godric how to wield a sword, for Godric was still too little and
awkward to try out the axe. But Godric’s favorite weapon was the
bow and arrow. He could shoot straight and true, whether with a
typical bow or with the incredible lockbow, invented by one of
Thorkell’s companions from Jomsborg. The shaft of the bow ran
perpendicular to the grip and included a groove in which the string
could be set and “locked.” This gave Godric all the time he wanted
to aim without tiring his arm, and he could release the tension in
the string simply by flipping a small lever.

Shortly after their conversation with each
other, Eadric found Godric and Thorkell playing with the lockbow on
the outskirts of the city of Tamworth. It was a cold day, so frigid
that the grass under their feet was brown and withering, the sky
dull and gray no matter how bright the sun, and the air seemed to
get colder the further they walked from the cattle-ridden streets
of Tamworth. Even so, Godric preferred dying fields and trees to
the stench and squalor of the warm town. He liked not having to
speak or address anyone but Thorkell, and then—when he came riding
towards them—his own father.

“Give me the lockbow!” Godric begged
Thorkell. “I want to show him what I can do!”

Playfully, Thorkell raised the bow out of
Godric’s reach. Godric leapt and clutched for the weapon, and so
did Eadric find them: Godric hopping about and making a fool of
himself while Thorkell waved his strange contraption through the
air.

Eadric dismounted and asked Thorkell to
explain himself. As he did so, Godric stood admiring his father, as
he often did. As greatly as Godric respected Thorkell, it seemed
almost more impressive to him that his own father could talk to the
great Jomsviking as an equal, or even as a superior. From what
Godric understood, the two of them had briefly been enemies, but
Eadric found it more advantageous to become friends with the
fellow, and good friends they became indeed. Together, the two of
them were largely responsible for Canute’s success in overtaking
half the kingdom.

Thorkell gave Eadric the bow to try for
himself. Eadric took it, turning it over in his hands curiously.
Today, Eadric looked more like a rich ealdorman than a warrior of
any sort, and the way he handled the lockbow only added to the
appearance. He wore rings on his fingers and jewels around his neck
which jangled as he set the string. They were ornaments to be proud
of, symbols of his worth in gold, but not very practical when
handling a bow. Then he lifted it to aim. His poise seemed perfect
to Godric, who had watched his father shoot many arrows, and knew
that he made an excellent archer. But as Eadric squinted through
the string, a scowl deepened on his face.

Godric did not know what Eadric was aiming
at, but he surely missed it. The arrow went spiraling into open
air, only to land with a thud in the distance.

“I don’t see the point of it,” Eadric
grumbled.

Thorkell shrugged, then looked at Godric, who
stared back with wide, pleading eyes.

“Let the boy show you,” Thorkell said at
last. “He knows how to use it.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Godric took the
lockbow from Eadric. He nocked an arrow and aimed it at a small,
wilted flower sticking out of the grass. He set the string and took
his time aiming. “I will shoot off some petals,” he told them. He
continued to hold the weapon, staring along the string, until he
was certain that the arrow would fly on the path he wanted. Then he
released it.

Truly enough, he sent the flower’s petals
scattering through the air.

“The arrow flies by itself!” Godric cried
with excitement. It was perhaps a silly thing to say, he realized
later, giving more credit to the lockbow than Godric himself. But
after he said the words, he saw a change come over his father’s
face.

“Hm,” said Eadric. His sharp blue eyes fogged
over as he stared into the sky. Then, after a long quiet moment, he
said, “You two keep playing with it. Perhaps we’ll find a use for
it. Perhaps not.”

Then he got back on his horse and rode
away.

That night, Eadric visited Godric in the west
hall where he stayed with his mother, Hildred. The two of them
shared a small space separated with cloth from the other servants’
beds. To have Eadric visit them there was very unusual. Hildred sat
on her bed, knitting, while Godric played with wooden toys on the
floor. Eadric strode into their space, pushing aside the woolen
curtain without so much as an invitation. Hildred flinched and
dropped her knitting sticks. Then a red flush suffused her cheeks.
The same predicament seemed to strike Eadric as he looked back at
her, though Godric could not understand why.

“Hello, Hildred,” said Eadric after a moment.
His voice seemed tight.

Hildred stared back at him, mouth hanging
open uncertainly.

“Father!” cried Godric. He stood up and tried
to give Eadric a hug, though Eadric made little effort to return
the gesture. He patted Godric’s thick brown hair.

“I want to speak with you about something,
Godric.” But he was still looking at Hildred.

“Good!” said Godric. “Where should we
talk?”

“By the latrines.”

“But—why?” Godric didn’t want to complain,
but he did not want to leave his warm sleeping quarters for the
frigid, putrid air of the latrines. And truly, he did not
understand why Eadric would want to, either.

“Because what we are going to talk about, no
one else should hear.”

Godric’s heart lifted. Now he wouldn’t mind
going there so much.

“Well, go on,” said Eadric. “Put on your
cloak and boots.”

As Godric dressed, Eadric walked over to
Hildred and stood over her while she remained on the bed.
“Hildred,” he said, and a change seemed to come over his voice,
making it deeper but softer at the same time. Out of the corner of
his eye, Godric saw Eadric reach out and run his fingers through
Hildred’s hair. “How have you managed to remain so lovely after so
much strife?”

Hildred smiled slightly. Eadric’s hand
trailed down to cup her cheek, which she leaned into. “I could ask
the same of you, my lord. As for me, I am well taken care of.”

The two of them looked into each others’ eyes
for a short while, then Eadric turned and caught Godric watching
them curiously.

“Good then,” said Eadric, dropping his hand
from Hildred’s chin. “Let’s go.”

Godric pulled on his boots and waited a
moment longer. Before he left, Eadric leaned down and kissed
Hildred tenderly on the cheek, very close to her lips. Then he
followed Godric outside.

The latrine was a small rectangular building
placed apart from the other halls and lodges of Tamworth palace,
but still within the protection of the ditches and palisades lining
the large fortress. Eadric and Godric walked towards it in the
crisp night air, their boots crunching against the frosty soil.
Godric preferred feeling the earth under his shoes instead of wood,
like the timber roads that lined the streets of the town below.

They were almost to the latrine when a man
came staggering from the long hall towards Eadric. He had dark
features and, other than his shortly cropped hair, looked very
unruly. His beard spread far down his neck and his cloak smelled of
dogs. One did not need to see the horn sloshing with wine in his
hand to know he’d been drinking. He stepped into Eadric’s path,
forcing them both to stop.

“My lord,” he said, though there was no
respect in his tone. More sharply, he said, “Eadric.”

Eadric took a step back from what must have
been very foul breath. “Lindsey,” he said, forgiving his hearth
companion’s discourtesy. “How can I help you?”

“I suppose you’ve heard,” said Lindsey. “The
Golden Cross is dead.”

Godric did not need to see his father in the
darkness to sense the change that came over him. Before, he stood
tall. Now, his whole body seemed to wilt. He took another step away
from Lindsey, his head of heavy hair drooping. His voice sounded
broken. “Of course, you fool, I brought the news myself. What of
it?”

“I also heard you killed him yourself. You
burned him to death.”

“King Canute commanded me to.”

“King Canute.” Lindsey spat on the
ground, then wiped his mouth with a long swing of his arm.
Bristling, Eadric reached out and caught Lindsey’s wrist, twisting
it as he shoved Lindsey backwards.

“What has gotten into you, Lindsey? I’ve
never seen you like this. Canute is your king now, as surely as I
am your lord.”

“My lord.” Lindsey shook his head,
then took another clumsy swig of wine. “Well then, congratulations.
Congratulations for killing the most courageous, intelligent, and
devout Anglo-Saxon remaining among us.”

Eadric grunted as if from a physical blow.
“You will not speak to me that way, Lindsey. You don’t even know
the whole—”

It was hard to see in the dark night air, but
Godric glimpsed what Eadric did not, because his eyes were on the
right level. He saw Lindsey’s hand flinching next to the hilt of
his sword. He interrupted Eadric to cry, “Father!”

The sound of steel scraping its scabbard rang
in Godric’s ears as Eadric drew his sword. He drew it before
Lindsey had the chance to grab his own. Eadric swung the blade
around so fast Godric felt the breeze rush over his thick cloak.
But he also felt the breeze because Eadric did not slice the air
with his blade; he tilted it in order to strike with the flat of
the steel. Even so, Lindsey cried out in pain as the metal smacked
against the bones of his wrist. He fell back, clutching his wounded
wrist, clearly in so much pain he held back tears.

Eadric lifted his sword so that the tip
pointed to Lindsey’s neck. “Do not do something you will regret,
Lindsey.” Though he tried to speak with force, his voice was
smothered with anguish. “Go back inside, and we will speak of this
in the morning, when you are sober.”

Lindsey blinked rapidly, as if the pain
helped him see through the haze of his intoxication. He must have
heard the wisdom in Eadric’s advice, for then he turned and
scurried away, leaving his horn of spilled wine leaking into the
earth.

Godric remained quiet, even when Lindsey was
gone, for he could hear his father breathing heavily. He sheathed
his sword, but remained standing still, staring into the ground.
Godric waited, and waited, until he worried his father had
forgotten their important task.

“Father,” he said at last. “Are you all
right?”

“No, Godric, I am not.” Eadric straightened a
little, but his gaze remained pinned to the earth, as if he could
see hell below the wilted grass. “I have done many bad things,
Godric. I have hurt many people I cared about. I did it for myself,
and for—” His voice choked, and it took him a moment to recover.
“For Aydith. Or at least I thought so. I also acted for you and the
rest of my children, and yes, for Engla-lond. I hoped that my
actions, painful though they were, would cause peace to come
sooner.”

“But you succeeded,” said Godric. “Edmund and
Canute have called a truce. Now all you have to do is kill Edmund,
and Engla-lond will be whole again.”

Eadric inhaled sharply, turning to meet his
son’s gaze in the moonlight. “Are you sure you want to do this,
Godric?”

“Do what?” Then he realized what his father
meant. Of course. Excitedly, he cried, “I’m sure, Father! I’ll kill
Edmund Ironside.”

“Hush!” Eadric looked about nervously,
but no one was nearby. He seized Godric’s shoulder and guided him
firmly towards the latrines. He spoke in a harsh whisper. “You will
not kill him, exactly, not by your own hand. You are helping your
father with his own cruel scheme, nothing more. And after all, the
killing blow will not come directly from anyone’s hand. It will
come from the lockbow.”

Godric’s eyes lit up. “The lockbow!” Now he
understood what his father had meant by finding a “use” for it.

Eadric threw his cloak around his nose, for
now they stood at the door of the latrines. Godric followed his
example. He had never thought to try it before. It did make the
stench more tolerable.

Eadric pointed into the darkness. “I will
visit Edmund when he’s in Oxford to discuss some political matters.
Canute wants me to, anyway. Then one night, I will install the
lockbow under the seat of his latrine.”

“You?” Godric could not imagine his
father doing something so filthy. Eadric loved cleanliness; he even
bathed once a week, like the Danes did. Godric wondered whether
once the Danes ruled all of Engla-lond, everyone would bathe on
Saturn’s day. Godric hoped not. He did not like bathing so much as
his father.

“It must be me,” Eadric said reluctantly. “I
can trust no one else with this task, not even a slave, not even a
hearth companion.” Remembering the scene he had just witnessed with
Lindsey, Godric saw the truth of this. Lindsey had been the most
loyal of Eadric’s followers, aside from Thorkell himself, who was
not a follower so much as an equal. “If they were to speak of it to
anyone ...”

“But I don’t understand,” said Godric. “If
Edmund dies, Canute will rule. That was part of their agreement,
wasn’t it?”

Eadric nodded.

“So won’t Canute be grateful that you’ve done
this for him?”

He shook his head sadly. “Canute is a strange
man, and I think my acting in this manner would offend his pride.”
He looked at Godric, whose face was twisted with puzzlement. He
sighed. “It is difficult to explain. More simply, however Canute
may feel, he must put on an act for the rest of the country to keep
them united. Many people still love Edmund. Many people ...”
Sadness came over Eadric’s face again, and Godric remembered that
his father and Edmund had once been friends. After all, they were
brothers-in-law. “Canute will want to keep their loyalty. He would
never want to be implicated in Edmund’s murder, nor appear as if he
supported it.”

Godric wished he grasped politics as easily
as his father. Eadric managed to win the favor of every court he
wanted to play in, it seemed. Yet it all seemed so complicated and
nonsensical to Godric.

As Godric stared into the shadows and
imagined Edmund’s death, he couldn’t help but laugh a little. “He
won’t see it coming at all. No one will. He’ll sit down to shit and
then—pow!”

Eadric smacked him firmly over the head,
cutting his laughter short. “Don’t talk like that, Godric. Edmund
is a good man. And even if he wasn’t ... death is no laughing
matter.”

Godric glared up at him as he rubbed the sore
spot on his head. “I thought you said the point of life is to enjoy
it,” he said sharply. “But you’ve killed. I saw you. Did you
enjoy it or not?”

Eadric grimaced. He turned and walked away
from the latrines, wearying of the smell. Godric followed a few
steps behind him. Once they’d traveled a short distance, Eadric
stopped and swirled around.

“I didn’t enjoy it,” he hissed. “It was a
means to an end. Some pleasures are not obtainable without a little
pain first.”

Godric thought about this a moment, but he
was too angry with his father right now to believe him. He grunted,
then said, “If you’re going to set the lockbow, why do you need my
help at all?”

Eadric looked at the latrine house again.
Godric followed his gaze. “I will tie a string to the lever of the
lockbow. The thread will be long, so that you can sit on the other
end of it, perhaps from this distance. You are small. You can hide
better than I can. When the time is right, I will signal you, and
you will pull the string. Then it will be done.”

Godric thought about this a moment longer.
“What if he’s not going there to shit, but just to piss?”

His father winced at this coarse
illustration. “Either way, it will kill him. If nothing else, I
suspect he would die of elf-shot.”

Godric had seen elf-shot before. It was an
infliction from elfish sprites that filled wounds with pus and
poisoned a person’s entire body. The victim would get hot and
sweaty and weak. The doctors would try to bleed some of the poison
out of him. But often, the wounded person died anyway.

As if sharing Godric’s thoughts, Eadric said,
“I hope he dies more quickly than that.”

Even though Godric was angry with his father
for berating him, he couldn’t help but admire his cleverness. As
Eadric walked him back to his quarters, Godric wondered whether he
ever could have come up with such a good plan to kill a king on his
own. Surely enough, Edmund would die at the hand of Eadric’s great
scheme, and no one would understand exactly how it happened. Most
people had never heard of a lockbow before, as it originated in the
mysterious home of the Jomsvikings. No one would be able to blame
Eadric, who would be somewhere else when it happened. They would
suspect his nine-year-old son even less.

Godric did not laugh aloud again, but he
smiled to himself in the darkness. He was not yet sure if he would
enjoy killing. But he knew that when all this was over, he would
have killed a king, and who else could claim something so amazing
as that? Not for the last time, he wished desperately that he might
be able to brag about it someday.

No one but Thorkell and Eadric seemed to have
any respect for Godric. He was a bastard, after all, born out of
wedlock, then forced to live under Aydith’s roof without her
approval. Even though Aydith was gone now, vanished, her children
with Eadric continued to resent him. There were three of them:
Ethelfleda, Colburn, and Kinsey. All of them were younger than
Godric, and less educated, yet they rejected his attempts at
leadership. The oldest of the three, Ethelfleda, was the most
arrogant and stubborn of them all. She humiliated Godric whenever
she had the chance, and urged the other two to gang up on him.

She would not be so arrogant if she knew
Godric killed Edmund Ironside.

Thorkell’s own son, Finn, was a different
matter. Finn was not particularly malicious, nor needy for power.
He was so much younger than Godric, as well. Yet he was already
big, and strong, and knew that his father was the mightiest warrior
in the land. He simply assumed that no one else could get in his
way. Godric did not see Finn as a rival so much as a challenging
playmate. One day, he would win Finn’s respect, and he would feel
good for doing so.

Godric would show them all.

*

Everything happened so fast. One night,
Eadric and Godric were scheming next to the latrines, forging the
fate of the entire country with their secretive plans. The next,
they were packing their saddlebags, cleaning their horses’ shoes,
and preparing to ride to Oxford.

Before they left, Godric watched anxiously to
see what would happen between Eadric and Lindsey. But Lindsey
seemed to vanish. He did not appear amongst Eadric’s hearth
companions that day, nor the next. Godric wondered if he would ever
return. He wondered what his father would do if he did. Godric did
not know much about the Golden Cross, nor did anyone else, but it
amazed him how Lindsey reacted to news of the Golden Cross’s death.
No one knew his identity—no one willing to speak it aloud, in any
case. People only knew that he was a man who wore a golden
spangenhelm and inspired the Anglo-Saxons to fight against the
Danes until they were defeated at Ashingdon. Why did his death
create such a stir?

The conflict between Eadric and Lindsey
remained unresolved, but Godric had more important matters to focus
on. In no time, he was riding south with his father. Godric did not
like traveling from Tamworth to Oxford. The distance was not very
far, but even so, they rode during the onset of winter, and the
cold seemed to settle into the fabric of their tunics and leggings.
They ate salty meat and Godric’s tongue felt dry no matter how much
water he drank. Sometimes Eadric offered him ale, which made him
feel better, though sometimes it made him hungrier at the same
time.

They entered the burg of Oxford through the
North gate, where the tower of a great church loomed high over the
wooden palisades. Godric remembered hearing of a group of churchmen
who fell through the second story of a building. He did not mind
walking up to the second floor of Eadric’s long hall, but he did
not know if he’d be brave enough to walk to the top of a tower like
that, which was much, much higher.

They turned onto the High Street and made
their way to the stronghold. The roads here were not as good as
Tamworth’s, and the mud had recently been churned by heavy horses
and ox-carts. Around the king’s stronghold, animals were tethered
with awkward ropes and flimsy shelters. No doubt they were here for
the sake of the king.

A man wearing soft yellow linens and a cloak
with a glittering brooch greeted them at the entrance of the
stronghold. Godric disliked him instantly, though he could not
exactly say why. Perhaps he just had a good instinct about such
things.

“Greetings, Eadric Streona.”

Streona was Eadric’s nickname, and it meant
“grasper.” Godric noticed that some people pronounced it
differently than others. Some said it as if to compliment him,
which Godric felt that they should. Hildred explained that when
Eadric was Godric’s age, he had been a lowly swineherd. Now he was
an ealdorman, and only because of his ambition and pride. But some
people seemed to see his success as a bad thing. Godric had little
doubt that the man with the yellow linens belonged to the latter
group.

“Leofwine,” Eadric said simply. He did not
seem insulted at all, though apparently, Leofwine wanted him to be.
Leofwine fidgeted with agitation and Godric smiled to himself. He
did not always understand his father’s ways, but he understood that
Eadric always knew how to behave in almost any situation. Eadric
looked around curiously, somehow making Leofwine angrier. “Are you
waiting here to escort me to King Edmund?”

“Of course not,” snapped Leofwine. “I am here
as an ealdorman, just like you.”

“That’s strange,” said Eadric. “You are a man
of Mercia.”

“You idiot,” growled Leofwine, his
rage getting the better of him. “Are you blind? I have been acting
on your behalf in southern Mercia for the last few years, doing
what you were too lazy to do for yourself. I defended Mercia while
you got drunk in your dining hall.”

“I understand why you may see it all that
way,” said Eadric, “and I appreciate all you’ve done for Mercia
very much. If you’d like, I will speak to King Canute on your
behalf and see that you are rewarded.”

Leofwine’s face went as red as a ripe autumn
apple. “King Edmund has rewarded me, as Ealdorman of the Hwiccas.”
Godric had heard the term “Hwiccas” before, and it referred to the
lands of southern Mercia.

“I don’t see how he could have.” Eadric made
a face as if truly puzzled. “These lands are under Canute’s
jurisdiction.”

Leofwine continued to fume, his mouth
flopping open and shut, but he seemed unable to think of a retort.
Godric tried his hardest not to laugh. He must have let out a
little giggle on accident, because Leofwine’s burning eyes soon
turned on him.

“And who is this you’ve brought with
you?”

“My son, Godric.”

Godric swelled with pride.

“Is that a problem, Leofwine?” said
Eadric.

Leofwine just grunted and turned to go
inside. Eadric smiled at Godric and put a hand on his back to nudge
him in the lord’s footsteps.

That night, Godric dined with the king and
many nobles. He felt strange looking upon the man he knew he would
soon kill. Edmund looked like a strong but tired man, his firm jaw
constantly clenching under his trimmed beard, his golden crown
gleaming with uncanny brilliance atop his dark black hair.

For the most part, King Edmund seemed to
ignore Eadric’s and Godric’s presence altogether. At the long
table, he paid attention to men like Leofwine and other people
Godric didn’t recognize, discussing politics, politics, and more
politics. More than anything, they talked about how strongly
various civilians and churchmen disliked Canute, though they only
seemed to dislike him because he was a Viking. Edmund did not make
much effort to defend the Viking king; he would only say, “Canute
worships our Christian God,” or something to that effect. If Edmund
had visited Canute’s territory to ease the commoners’ minds, he was
doing a horrible job.

At one point, Eadric added something to the
discussion, and the rest of the table grew deathly silent. Godric
did not understand what was wrong. Eadric was only defending
Canute’s kingship, as Edmund should have been doing, himself.

Edmund glared at Eadric long and hard, his
dark eyes like burning coals. Then, without any warning, he looked
at Godric. Godric sat straight up in his chair, his eyes doubling
in size. He wondered if the king could see into his mind and sense
that Godric planned to kill him.

“I don’t understand,” grumbled Edmund. “Why
is the boy here?”

Godric fought the urge to stand up and run
away.

“He is my son,” said Eadric. “I wanted to
show him Oxford.”

“He is not Aydith’s,” Edmund said simply.

“No, he isn’t.”

Edmund turned to meet Eadric’s gaze,
half-sneering. “So he is a bastard. You brought a bastard to
my table? Even though your wife is my own dearest
sister?”

“Y-yes, my lord.” Even Eadric, who usually
managed to look calm in the most dire of circumstances, bowed his
head in shame. Godric felt as if his own cheeks were on fire. He
did not like being called a bastard, especially like this. “I ... I
did not feel as if Godric was safe at home without me,” he went on
after a moment. This struck Godric as odd. He wondered if his
father was lying. “I pray that you understand my meaning.”

Edmund considered this, his face softening
somewhat.

“Th-thank you for the food, my king,” blurted
Godric. He wanted to make his father proud. He did not want to be
an embarrassment to anyone. “I ... I will retire now.”

He got up, shaking from head to foot, and
walked from the hall. Extreme silence lingered in his wake.

When he was around the corner, he let out his
breath and collapsed against the cold exterior of the stronghold.
Then, he felt the timbers shaking with the laughter of the men
inside. Why were they laughing? Were they laughing at
him?

Tears filled Godric’s eyes. His hands curled
into fists. Let them laugh now, he thought. They would not be
laughing tomorrow.

He straightened and stormed away from the
hall, even though he did not know where he would go. He wanted to
make his way to the latrines and set up the lockbow, even though
Eadric planned to do that himself. He wanted to wait in Edmund’s
bedroom, then kill him in his sleep. Anything to stop that terrible
laughter.

Then, he spotted someone watching him.

The darkness made her difficult to recognize,
at first. Godric only felt as if he should know her, even though he
could not see her face. The shape of her body was familiar, and the
flow of her long dark hair. She turned slightly, and he saw her
eyes glisten in the moonlight.

Aydith!

What was she doing here? Well, she was
Edmund’s sister. But she was also Eadric’s wife. Godric did not
know all the reasons behind their separation. Hildred said that he
would not understand until he was an adult. But he was not stupid.
He knew that there was something between Eadric and Aydith,
something terrible that went beyond their problems as husband and
wife. Whatever it was, his gut screamed one thing at him as he
looked upon her: Enemy!

“Godric?” she said. Her voice shook slightly.
He wondered if she saw him as an enemy as surely as he saw her. “Is
that you? But why are you–”

Godric did not want to stay and confirm her
suspicions. He only wanted to kill Edmund. He turned and ran, his
heart thudding in his chest, his belly burning as if on fire.

He could not run far. Guards and retainers
surrounded the buildings of the stronghold, and he did not want to
attract their attention. To make matters worse, he was not even
sure where he was, nor where he and Eadric would be staying. When
he wandered close to the tethered animals or storage sheds, the
keepers gave him warning scowls. Before long, Godric found himself
spinning in circles, not sure where to go.

“Godric.”

Out of breath, he turned to see his father
standing in the shadows nearby, his bright curly hair glowing in
the darkness, his cloak rippling in the brisk breeze.

“I’m sorry, Father.”

“Never mind. You gave me an excuse to get out
of that accursed conversation. If Edmund was a bit more corrupt, I
suspect he would try to murder me in my sleep tonight.”

Godric didn’t know what to say. Before, he
had felt so good about coming here and proving something. But when
the king looked straight into his eyes, his courage dissolved like
a leaf tossed into flames. King Edmund earned his nickname,
Ironside, by his might with the blade. He had led men into battles
against Vikings. He had dueled with Canute and survived. And
Godric, who had only killed deer and fowl, planned to get the best
of him. Suddenly, he was afraid to try.

“Godric,” said Eadric. His voice was gentle.
His boots creaked as he knelt down and stared into his son’s eyes.
“Have you changed your mind?”

Godric shook his head, but he could not meet
his father’s gaze. “I’ll do it,” he said. “I want to.”

Eadric nodded. “In that case, you should rest
while you can. I will do my part tonight, then show you where to
hide once I’m finished.” He motioned to someone, and one of his
hearth companions stepped out of the darkness. “Show him to his
bed,” Eadric commanded.

The hearth companion led Godric to a hall
lined with small beds, much like his quarters in Tamworth. Tamworth
was much more luxurious, however. Eadric was a rich man, much
richer than Leofwine, and he gave his servants nice beds with thick
blankets and soft mats. Godric even had a pillow softened with
feathers inside. The blankets here seemed particularly itchy, the
mat rough and stuffed with sharp hay. Previously, Godric had
dreamed of a life away from Tamworth, full of adventure and far
from the dull droning of monks. But on a night like this, he
wondered if it might not be better to stay home, after all.

Exhaustion overcame him faster than he
expected it to and he soon fell asleep. His dreams were restless,
full of Edmund’s dark eyes glaring at him through a pit of human
filth. Godric would fire the lockbow at him, again and again, but
no matter how many times he fired, the arrows flew astray.

When he awoke, he heard what sounded like a
man in pain. The night air was thick around him, so thick he felt
as if he could reach up and push the blackness away. But that was
not possible. He could not see a thing. He blinked through the
darkness, recognizing the voice of the man gasping and groaning as
Eadric, but unable to find his shape.

“Father?” he whispered. He knew by the dead
silence elsewhere that almost everyone in the hall was asleep.

“S-silence, G-G-Godric.” It sounded as if
Eadric’s teeth were chattering.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. It’s ... ss ... s’d-done.”

Godric reached for his father through the
blackness, and that’s when he smelled the heavy stench clinging to
him. Some of the stink surely came from the latrines, though Godric
might not have noticed if he hadn’t known better. That stink was
hidden under something else. Over the smell was heavy perfume, such
heavy perfume it made Godric’s nose itch.

“What’s that smell?” he finally asked,
careful to whisper.

“M-musk, and lemon, and jasmine,” hissed
Eadric. “Anything to take that st-st-stench away. It was so ... so
... wretched. I had to … wash it off.”

Godric’s hand finally found Eadric’s body on
the bed beside him. It was so cold, like the earth when it frosted
over. His linen sleeves felt damp. Then he reached up and felt at
Eadric’s hair, which was wet and starting to freeze.

“Stop,” snapped Eadric, lightly smacking his
hand away. “Just give me a moment.”

Godric sat and listened to his father grimace
and shiver, his own heart racing in his chest. Eadric had done his
part. Now it would be Godric’s turn. He wondered where his father
must have gone to wash. Most likely he rushed to the nearest creek
and jumped in, which was why he was nearly freezing to death.

He waited and waited, his eyes adjusting to
the darkness. Under his blanket, Eadric’s breath began to grow even
again, his body calming. Perhaps he had chased away the worst of
the chill with good, thick wool.

“All right,” Eadric groaned at last. “Come
along.” He pulled himself from his bed and limped on wooden feet
from the hall.

Godric followed, shivering long before the
cold air struck him. He didn’t want to be scared but he couldn’t
help it.

Eadric led him to a place in the grass where
he could smell the odor of the latrine. Other than that, he could
not have guessed where he was, for the moon was blocked by black
clouds and he could not see a thing. He crouched down behind a
thorn bush and Eadric carefully picked up the string.

“Here it is,” he whispered. “Be very careful.
Do not tug it at all until it’s time. Move as little as possible;
don’t let anyone see you. From here, I think you will be able to
see the window of the northern hall; I will stand there and signal
you when it’s time.”

Godric nodded dumbly, though Eadric could not
see him.

“While you’re waiting here, however long that
may be, think of a lie to tell, should you get caught. Sometimes
dishonesty is the only way to save yourself, my boy.”

Eadric was shivering again, so he only gave
Godric a quick embrace before vanishing into the night.

So Godric remained behind, feeling the tiny
thread in his fingertips as his skin slowly grew numb. He heard
thunder rumble above and he flinched with fright. He dropped the
thread and could not see where it went in the darkness.

Already, he wanted to cry and mourn his
terrible predicament. Raindrops pattered on him from above. If his
own strong father had been so affected by the cold air while wet,
how much worse might it affect Godric, not so large and full of
warmth? His teeth chattered just from the thought of his own death,
sitting out here and turning into a block of ice.

But the rain did not pour, not for awhile. It
drizzled softly, and Godric did not search for the thread in the
shadows, because he did not want to move it on accident and release
the arrow. His fingers became too numb to find or hold anything,
anyway. He would find the string once the sun rose. He curled his
hands into his cloak and waited. Eadric told him to think of a lie,
should he be found here. So he did. He had thought of many by the
time dawn splashed the horizon with golden colors.

Rain fell heavily then, slicing through the
frost and snaking in rivulets past Godric’s boots. Once the sun
illuminated the stiff, yellowed grass around him, he knelt
carefully and searched the mud, blinking back rain drops, to find
the piece of thread. The wet earth clung to the string, but he
pulled it free—carefully—and held it aloft.

Some of the cold weather seemed to melt away
with the rain, but it was still unpleasant. Gradually, the wetness
seeped through his cloak, then his tunic, then the thin layer of
linens underneath. He was wet through and through, his body
trembling, his toes and fingers like appendages of stone. But that
was tolerable; all he needed to do was sit and wait.

It occurred to him, after awhile, to be
grateful for the rain. Some of the guards who might have patrolled
this area did not wander as far from the indoors as they normally
would. No one came close to him.

He watched several people enter the latrine
house then leave. He began to feel bold again, knowing that he held
the power in his little fingers to kill them with one tug. This
would work. He would kill King Edmund.

Soon he smelled eggs and pottage cooking in
the kitchens. His stomach rumbled with hunger. But his stomach was
also slightly upset, and the smell of roasting breakfast could only
disguise the stench of the privy to a small extent, so it was easy
to chase his hunger away. What worried him more was that he needed
to use the latrine, himself. But he certainly wouldn’t piss in an
outhouse rigged with a lockbow, and he was afraid to leave his
post. So what to do?

Then he saw Edmund walking to the
latrines.

His heart caught in his throat. This was it.
His body trembled so much he thought he might pull the string on
accident. He watched the king wade through the mud, his jewels
jangling, his dark eyes scowling with grumpiness. He lifted his
large fur cloak and wrapped it around his head to cover his nose as
he went into the latrine house.

Godric’s eyes darted every which way,
searching for his father in one of the windows of the halls. The
northern hall, he had said. Which one was that? He fought back a
swell of panic. All the windows were covered by heavy tapestries;
Eadric was not to be seen in any of them.

What should he do? What if Eadric was not
giving him a signal for a reason? But this was their chance! Godric
did not know how much longer he could hide here, in the cold and
wet, without food or a chance to relieve himself.

He continued to look around, but could not
find his father anywhere.

He could not wait. He would kill Edmund now
or never at all.

He tugged the string.
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The sound of Edmund’s cry echoed across the
yards and made birds scatter. Godric stood a moment, transfixed,
torn between guilt and joyous pride.

He did it. He struck Edmund with the lockbow!
Now the king would surely die.

Godric felt like his feet were on fire, so he
stood up and ran. He heard thunder in his ears, and he did not know
if it came from the sky or from his own pounding blood. Over it, he
heard more yells, screams, and cries. He thought he even heard
someone shout at him, “Hey you, boy, stop!” But he kept running. He
slipped and slid through the mud until he made his way around the
corner. Tracking dirt everywhere, he entered the sleeping quarters
and collapsed onto his bed.

He ripped off his boots and his cloak so that
he curled up under his blanket. He shook from head to toe with
excitement, joy, and fear. He replayed the moment when he released
the arrow over and over in his head. He listened to Edmund’s cry.
He imagined the arrow piercing him …

More yells clamored outside his blanket. He
heard people running around shouting at each other.

“The King is shot! King Edmund is
wounded!”

Godric allowed himself a smile, then went
back to trembling. He did not want to go out there, not yet. He was
afraid that everyone would look at him and know that he was guilty.
Right now, he simply wanted to go home.

He must have waited all morning. He waited
until silence replaced the chaos and he seemed the only one left in
the hall, though he did not poke out his head to be sure.

A hand shook him roughly.

“Godric? Godric.”

He leapt out of the sheets to embrace his
father tight.

“We did it, Father. We did it.”

“Yes, we did.” Eadric did not sound as happy
as Godric expected him to be.

“Is something wrong? Did I make a
mistake?”

“No. You did everything right. Get your
things. We’re leaving.”

Godric quaked with relief as he lifted his
stiff body from the bed. “I have to piss,” he announced.

“Then you’ll have to piss in a bush,” said
Eadric. “The latrine is surrounded by Edmund’s retainers.”

“Did they find the—”

Eadric smacked him lightly with a piece of
cloth. “The thing that killed him?” He gave Godric a meaningful
look, then glanced around them, even though no one was in sight.
Godric understood. One couldn’t be too careful. “They say it was an
evil Viking contraption loosed by a ghost or cruel sprite.”

Godric grinned.

“Hurry it up,” snapped Eadric, who seemed in
no mood to smile, himself.

So they gathered their things and made their
way with the small band of Eadric’s retainers to the outdoors.
Here, Godric witnessed the chaos once more. Servants and peasants
sat about the stronghold weeping or yelling at each other. Still
more flocked around a group of men and women who were carrying
something towards the gates of stronghold.

Eadric wanted to walk directly to the
stables. Godric, however, wanted to see what all the fuss was
about.

“Godric? Godric, no! Come back here!”

Godric was already scurrying away, moving
towards the gathering throng. Yes, he was still scared, but now his
curiosity to see what everyone else was staring at overcame
everything else. He wanted to see for himself. After all, he
deserved to, if anyone did.

“Godric!”

Godric pushed through the crowd, which was
easy because of his smallness, and lost Eadric behind him. Then he
saw it.

Soldiers carried Edmund on a stretcher of
logs and willows. Monks also followed the king, murmuring prayers
and waving herbs. The king’s eyes were open, but they did not move;
instead, they seemed to gaze into nothingness. A blanket covered
his body, but Godric could see a dark stain in his midsection where
blood seeped through the cloth.

Perhaps he was still breathing, but Edmund
was as good as dead. It was evident to anyone who glimpsed his
white skin, more like a fish’s than a man’s, and those gaping,
unseeing eyes. He was no longer conscious, and probably never would
be again.

A wailing cry broke out over all the other
voices of the throng. The misery in the cry was so sincere that it
sliced Godric to the core. The cry came from a woman, a woman
mourning the death of Edmund. A death for which Godric was
responsible.

And then he saw the source of the cry.
Aydith.

“Edmund! My dear brother Edmund … no, dear
God, no …”

She wailed and she wept, and Godric stared in
horror at her red, tear-stained eyes. Such despair and exhaustion
filled them. He had always disliked Aydith for the way she treated
him, for the way she resented him for being Eadric’s bastard, but
now he did not know how to feel. She’d done nothing to deserve such
misery.

“NOOOO!”

She screamed to the heavens, falling to the
mud in her red dress. Rain fell and pulled her black hair down her
face and shoulders, as if to wrap her in darkness. Through swollen,
leaking eyes, she watched her brother carried away to his
deathbed.

Suddenly, Godric feared that she would turn
those terrible, agony-filled eyes on him. He turned away,
shivering, and pushed his way back out of the crowd.

Then he saw Eadric.

Eadric looked upon Aydith as if seeing a
ghost. His face was white as milk, his eyes wide open yet
unfocused, almost like Edmund’s.

“Father? Father, are you—”

Eadric grabbed his shoulder and turned him
roughly around, then guided him from the scene with a firm grip. In
this way Eadric led them all the way to their horses, their steps
through the muddy earth heavy and never straying. He lifted Godric
onto his pony and then mounted his own without a word. Their hearth
companions were already waiting for them with their sacks, ready to
ride home.

On their journey northward, Eadric remained
completely silent. He gazed vacantly into the blanched, sunless sky
above them, his face long and unmoving. Godric’s concern for his
father changed slowly into resentment. He thought Eadric should be
proud of him. He felt as if he had acted courageously and saved the
kingdom from more warfare. But his father behaved as if the world
was suddenly a darker and more terrible place. Godric killed the
king for him, to make him happier. Wasn’t happiness all that
mattered, as Eadric said himself?

This wasn’t fair.

That night they set up a tent to sleep in and
Eadric grew very ill. They did not have many supplies with them:
Eadric had not brought many in the first place, knowing that his
trip would be brief, and they’d left even more behind in their
hastiness to escape Oxfordshire. So they only had the single tent,
and when Eadric took sick, the three companions and Godric let him
keep the shelter while they slept around the trunk of a thick tree.
Godric had trouble sleeping, not only because the ground was wet
and cold, but because he could hear his father shivering with fever
and grimacing with pain. Sometimes he heard Eadric throwing up, as
well, or leaving the tent to relieve himself.

The next morning, Eadric staggered out of the
tent and onto his horse, still saying nothing. He waited there for
his men to pack up the supplies and resume their somber trudge
home. Eadric slumped over his saddle and trembled under his cloak.
Snow began to fall that day, so innocent and beautiful in
appearance, but Godric felt the chill of it sink into his bones as
it settled into a powdery layer on his cloak. It stacked onto
Eadric even higher, who made no effort to brush it off, and whose
skin was almost as pale as the snow itself.

That night was even worse. Godric felt afraid
and wondered if his father might die. The hearth companions talked
amongst themselves and debated whether to go into the nearest town
to find a church with a hospital or a wandering herbalist. When
they asked Eadric if he wanted them to, he angrily forbade them. He
said he did not want his death hastened by a monk who would try to
bleed the illness out of him and make him feel worse.

Godric visited Eadric in his tent that night,
even though he feared that the sickness might travel from his
father’s body to his own. The possibility that Eadric might die in
this dreadful and honor-less way scared him worst of all.

Eadric asked for more blankets even though
sweat ran down his face. They gave him all the warm cloth they
could spare, though when Eadric learned that one of the blankets
had been pulled from a horse, he demanded that the blanket be
returned to its rightful steed, which needed the warmth more than
he did. Godric wondered if his father was delirious.

Eadric seemed to slip in and out of sleep,
though it became more and more difficult for Godric to distinguish
between the two. Even when Eadric was asleep, he murmured aloud.
“Forgive me, Aydith,” he said over and over again. “It’s finished.
It’s finished. Come back, Aydith …”

Godric grew more and more uncomfortable
listening to his father’s ramblings. He decided it might be better
to sleep under the tree again. But on his way out of the tent, he
heard the hearth companions talking amongst each other.

“… would not mind Leofwine.”

“Do you think Canute would choose
Leofwine?”

“Who else?”

“He would unite Mercia again. Those of us who
still follow Eadric are becoming fewer and fewer every day. The
people who followed Edmund may resent Eadric even more, now that
he’s dead.”

“I still can’t believe he burned the Golden
Cross to death. We never even learned the man’s identity.”

“That’s nothing next to the Battle of
Ashingdon. I will never forget how it felt when Eadric commanded us
to abandon Edmund in the midst of battle and join Canute. The looks
on our countrymen’s faces, as we ran away from them …”

The three men fell into somber silence.
Godric gulped and scrambled back into the tent, his heart hammering
in his chest. Eadric’s own hearth companions seemed to expect—and
want—him to die. This was horrible. What would happen to him, the
bastard child, if his father died?

“Godric.”

He turned to see Eadric’s eyes open,
shimmering with wakefulness. Trembling, he slid over the cold grass
to his father’s side. He lifted up a pouch of water for Eadric to
drink, who swallowed gratefully.

“I want you to listen closely to me,” rasped
Eadric.

Godric nodded, but he felt very afraid.

“If I had to live my life over again, there
is not much I would change,” he said. “Even though I am not happy
with many of my decisions, I still did what I thought was best, and
I still don’t see what I could have done differently. However, I
hope that you will learn from my mistakes.”

“What mistakes, Father?” He wanted to cry,
for his father spoke like a dying man.

“I committed violent deeds for the sake of
peace,” Eadric said hoarsely. “But I am starting to believe that
peace is … impossible to obtain. Especially through violent
means.”

“So don’t fight for peace?”

“Something like that. Even I don’t know
exactly what I am trying to say. I suppose what I mean is … when
you fight a war, pick the side you believe in, and stay there. I
thought I fought for something greater than either side. But that
something was a dream in my head, and not something real, not
something that I could hold in my palm.” He held up his hand, as if
to demonstrate, and curled his shaking fingers into a fist.

Godric did not understand what Eadric meant
at all. But he nodded, because he wanted to please his father, and
grasped his clenched hand.

“I’m feeling better now,” said Eadric, though
he still sounded weak. “Let’s get some sleep, Godric.”

Nervously, Godric lay next to his father,
whose body felt almost as warm as a fire. He had trouble falling
asleep, at first, for as Eadric’s breath slowed down, he began to
fear that it would stop altogether. But eventually exhaustion
overcame him, and his worries dissolved into the darkness of
sleep.

*

When Godric awoke, he felt cold and alone. He
remembered drifting to sleep with his father dying beside him and
sat up with a start. Eadric still lay next to him, completely
unmoving and cooler to the touch than he had been before.

“Father!”

Godric shook him, back and forth, back and
forth. He yelled “Father!” again so loudly that the other men came
running to the flap of the tent. Then Eadric woke up.

“Damn it,” he grumbled. “I was sleeping so
soundly.”

“How do you feel, my lord?” asked a hearth
companion.

“Well enough,” said Eadric. “Ready the
horses.”

He was still sickly, but Eadric sat a little
taller in the saddle that day than the one before. He and his men
knew that they could reach Tamworth that night and eat hot stew by
the fire, which encouraged them to spur their horses harder.

The tall wooden palisades of the city walls
and the sturdy earthworks of Tamworth fortress never looked so
beautiful as they did the day Godric returned. His only regret was
that this return was not quite as lively as he had previously
hoped. When he first decided to kill King Edmund, he imagined
people dancing in the streets to celebrate the unification of
Engla-lond under King Canute. But such was not the case. Most
people did not even know yet, and once they did … well, he had
already seen how the people of Oxford reacted.

Eadric told one of his men to ride through
the streets and shout the news to the townsfolk. As Godric left his
pony in the stalls and made his way to the long hall, he could hear
the man’s voice echoing from below, shouting, “Edmund is dead;
Canute Sweynsson is now your king!”

Godric ate silently with his father in the
hall, then went to find his mother. She embraced him tightly and
with great relief.

“I hear there was a terrible Viking
assassin,” she said as she clutched him. “Is it true?”

He laughed into her apron. “No, Mother.”

“Well,” she sighed, “I am glad you did not
run into him, whoever he was. Why are you grinning like that?”

“No reason. Where’s Thorkell?”

“Gone.”

Godric’s smile fell away. Thorkell did not
live here at Tamworth, of course, but still Godric felt
disappointed every time he went away. He wanted to tell Thorkell
about all that had happened. But then, Eadric had said that he
should tell no one. So maybe it was best that Thorkell was gone,
after all.

Hildred gave him a reprimanding look, as if
she knew he was scheming mischief. “You may have the rest of the
day free,” she said, “but you would be wise to pay Cadmon a visit.
And tomorrow, you must return to your duties at the church.”

“No!” groaned Godric. He could hardly believe
it. Somehow, he felt as if his whole life should be different now.
He had killed King Edmund! How could it be possible that tomorrow,
he would return to his lessons at the church?

Hildred’s eyes narrowed yet further. “You are
doing good work there, serving God,” she said. “You are also
luckier than most. You only have to tend plants and copy
manuscripts. Most people have to slave in fields all day, sometimes
with little reward.”

Godric bowed his head, for he knew his mother
was correct. “Yes, mother, I know.”

Her face softened and she smiled. “As often
as you complain, I know you have been a very good student at
Tamworth church,” she said. “The monks say you are one of their
most focused and hard-working students. Perhaps when you turn
twelve, you will choose to devote your whole life to God. Have you
considered that yet?”

Godric felt fear boil in his stomach. He had
thought of it, of course, because all of the monks who taught him
at the church expected him to become one of them someday. But he
did not work and study hard because he wanted to become a monk; he
only did it because it was expected of him, and he wanted to meet
everyone’s expectations, especially Eadric’s. Eadric would
understand. He would not want Godric to become a monk, either. “I
don’t think I will,” he grumbled.

“Well …” Hildred reached up and ruffled his
thick brown hair. “I can understand why you might say that. But
continue to think on it. It would be a good life. A peaceful
life.”

Peaceful. Godric tried to remember
what Eadric had said about peace. Don’t fight for it, or
something. Godric still did not understand. Perhaps he would one
day. Perhaps not.

“Now go and play while you can,” said
Hildred. She produced a few coins and handed them over. Amazed, he
studied them in his hand. They’d been minted in the days of
Ethelred, for they still carried the old king’s face. “If you go to
market, buy us some milk. Nothing else, you understand? Milk.”

“Yes, Mother.” He took the money and happily
ran away.

He wanted to play, but there was little to do
on a rainy day. Thorkell was not around, and Eadric remained in his
hall, drinking and staring somberly into the shadows. As exciting
as it might be to go to market, he knew that the crowds would
irritate him and make him anxious if he stayed long enough. So what
else could he do?

Without explanation, his feet led him to the
northern lodge of Tamworth Fortress. This was where Eadric’s other
children would be playing. He did not like the children of Eadric
and Aydith; either that, or he liked them more than he cared to
admit, and wished that they would treat him with more respect.
Perhaps he could not tell them that he’d killed a king, but maybe
they would sense it. They would look at him and know that something
had changed.

Much like when Hildred told him he would have
to return to the church tomorrow, Godric was surprised to find that
things hadn’t changed as much as he’d hoped.

When he entered the children’s room, or the
section of the lodge where the children played with each other and
their mistress, Raven, they all turned and gave him uncertain
looks.

Ethelfleda, who was only eight years old,
fixed her older brother with a cruel stare. She looked so much like
her mother, Aydith—the dark hair, the stern face, the assuming
manner—and Godric hated her for it. “Look,” she sneered to the
others. “It’s Godric.”

“Godric!” cried Kinsey. He was the youngest
of them, only four years old. He walked on weak legs towards
Godric, arms outstretched. Godric hugged him in a mocking show of
friendliness. At least someone appreciated him.

“Godric,” said Raven. She was a tall, skinny
woman with jet black hair and a nervous manner, much like the bird
she was named after. She had been one of Aydith’s retainers, so
loyal that she stayed behind to look after Aydith’s children even
when her mistress was gone. “How was Oxford?”

He stood a little straighter, grasping the
little Kinsey’s hand in his own. The middle child, Colburn, stared
silently at everyone else, not sure what to say or to do. He tended
to follow Ethelfleda’s lead in everything. In the corner sat
Thorkell’s son, Finn, but he was spinning a ball in his hands and
seemed oblivious to everyone else. Lastly, Godric noticed a girl he
had never seen before. She seemed his age, around nine, and
possessed bright red hair. She sat at a table sewing and smiling.
She never looked up to acknowledge his presence at all. Oh well.
She did not know who he was, and he did not know who she was,
either.

“Oxford was … eventful,” announced Godric. He
liked to use grownup-sounding words whenever he was around
Ethelfleda, who could not read as well as him, but seemed to
believe she was better than him, anyway. “King Edmund is dead.”

“What?” cried Raven. If such a thing was
possible, her white face grew even paler. “How can that be?”

“I ki—” Godric sighed and bowed his head. He
could not tell them what he wished to tell them. “A Viking killed
him.” Then he looked back up, grinning. “Anyway, he’s dead.” He
glanced at the red-headed girl at the table, whose smile had faded,
but continued to concentrate on sewing as if she did not hear or
understand Godric’s announcement.

“Uncle … Edmund?” said Ethelfleda. Usually,
she was stern and defiant in any circumstance. But suddenly, she
looked scared and confused. “Dead?”

“That’s right,” sneered Godric. Then he
looked down at little Kinsey’s puzzled expression. He recalled the
first time an adult had explained “death” to him. “That means he
has gone to sleep, and he’s never waking up again.”

“I know what it means, you bastard!” screamed
Ethelfleda. Then she started crying and ran to clutch Raven’s
skirts.

Raven herself seemed to be fighting back
tears. “Don’t call him that, Ethelfleda,” she said. But then she
was silent for a long time, and so was everyone else.

Godric watched as everyone in the little room
seemed to struggle between sadness and confusion. It made him feel
frustrated. “Canute is our king now,” he told them. “He will be a
strong king. Be happy, damn you.”

“Enough of that language, Godric,” snapped
Raven through watery eyes. “You are speaking of things you don’t
yet understand. You are right: in time we will all serve Canute.
But for now, we must mourn the death of a king we loved.”

Most of the children flocked to Raven, even
Kinsey, who did not understand what was going on. All but Finn, who
remained in the corner spinning his stupid ball, and the red-head,
who kept on sewing and ignoring everyone. Raven clutched the
children to her skirts and began to murmur prayers and stories of
how great a king Edmund had been, even though he’d been a king for
less than two years. Godric watched them all with growing anger,
then went to toss the ball with Finn.

When he’d endured as much as he could, Godric
left them to their tears and made his way back to the main hall.
The sky above was still heavy with rain, and he did not want to go
to market. He did not know what to do at all. He still felt as if
someone—anyone—should be celebrating.

He lingered outside in the wet earth feeling
very unhappy. Then he heard someone’s feet squelching in the ground
behind him.

He turned to see the young red-head standing
nearby. She still held the piece of cloth she’d been sewing on in
her hand, though the drizzling rain began to weigh it with water.
They stared at each other a moment, curious.

“You’re the bastard?” said the girl at
last.

Godric sniffed and stood straighter. “I’m the
son of an earl,” he said. “Who are you?”

“I’m the daughter of Lindsey,” she said with
the same dumb smile. “My name is Osgifu.”

“Lindsey,” said Godric with surprise. “Is he
here?”

“Yes,” she nodded.

Suddenly, Godric feared for Eadric’s safety.
“Why are you here?” he snapped. “Go back to the other
children.”

“I wanted to give you this.” She handed him
the piece of cloth on which she’d been sewing. Upon it, she’d
threaded an awkward shape, which looked something like a sword.

“What’s this for?” said Godric.

She shrugged. “It’s for you.”

This took him aback. For him? But that was a
lie, surely. She’d only just met him. Perhaps she was simply a fast
seamstress. And not a very good one. Frowning, he stuffed the cloth
under his cloak. “Thank you. Now … run along.”

She giggled, then obeyed.

Shaking his head of her, Godric turned back
around towards the main hall. Perhaps it was time to see his father
again. The thought of it made his anxiety return. Why did he fear
Eadric’s opinion of him more than anyone else’s? Eadric was the one
who knew what he was capable of. Eadric should be proud.

But his heart fluttered as he led his little
boots towards the long hall.

When he came to the door, he saw two tall
shadows within. He paused and peeked through the cracks of the door
to see Eadric and Lindsey inside, alone. A low fire glowed at the
hearth and illuminated them, but the rest of the hall was shrouded
in the shadows of the evening.

Eadric stood on one side of the table.
Lindsey stood on the other. They leaned forward, glaring at one
another. But Eadric’s stare was the weaker of the two, resigned to
Lindsey’s judgment.

“I know what happened,” said Lindsey. His
voice was low, dangerous, like the growl of a dog about to attack.
“I know it was you.”

Eadric bowed his head, as if he could no
longer support the weight of the thick curls on his head. “Yes,” he
said simply.

“It’s always you,” snarled Lindsey. “You
always do what you want and get away with it. I don’t understand.
If you want so little to do with warfare, why do you keep putting
yourself in the middle of it?”

“So that it may end,” said Eadric. With much
effort, he lifted his head again. “And I believe that it finally
has. We have a single king.”

“Damn you!” cried the hearth companion.
Godric felt a tremble travel up and down his body. He’d never heard
anyone speak to his father that way. Lindsey shook his short dark
hair back and forth. “But of all the things you’ve done, what I
can’t forgive you for is the death of the Golden Cross. I know it
doesn’t make much sense. He wasn’t a king. He wasn’t anyone at all,
that we know of. But he was the smartest, bravest, and most devout
Anglo-Saxon left on earth. Why did he have to die?”

Eadric bowed his head again. His next words
were so quiet that Godric almost didn’t hear them. “He’s not
dead.”

The words were already so hard to decipher,
Godric assumed he had not heard them correctly. But Lindsey seemed
just as confused. “What?”

“The Golden Cross is not dead. He’s also not
a he.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The Golden Cross was my own wife, Aydith.
And I helped her escape her death. Ricbert died in her place.”

A long silence followed Eadric’s words.
Godric was confused as hell. Aydith? The Golden Cross? All Godric
knew about the Golden Cross was that he was a stubborn fellow who
hid his identity behind a long bronze helmet and did everything in
his power to kill the Vikings, even if it meant going against the
wishes of King Ethelred himself. Eadric had never explained to
Godric how he’d supposedly captured, and then killed, the so-called
Golden Cross, so Godric had not asked. Now he saw why Eadric was so
reluctant to speak about the topic. It was very … confusing.

Lindsey sank down into a chair. He grabbed
the nearest goblet of some dark liquid and drank it down hastily.
“Oh … my God,” he said finally. “Eadric. He—she—was
Aydith?”

Eadric nodded, then suddenly turned around.
Godric did not understand why until he saw the way his father was
shaking. He was holding back sobs and tears. Was it as hard for
adults to hold back tears as children, sometimes?

“I didn’t know,” growled Eadric through his
repressed sorrow. “I didn’t know until the day of the truce. Then
Edmund told me the identity of the Golden Cross. And Canute told me
to kill her.”

“My God.”

“I wish I’d seen it earlier. I should have.
But she hid part of herself from me, ever since the day we married.
I never knew why. She must have realized she could not trust me.
She hid from me, lied to me, deceived me … for almost ten years. I
wonder if she ever loved me at all?”

And then, in front of his most loyal man and
his own hidden son, Eadric wept.

Lindsey got up, his leathers creaking as he
slowly walked his way around the table. He gripped Eadric’s
shoulders, then pulled him close for an embrace.

“I let her go,” cried Eadric into his
shoulder. “I helped her escape. But no one knows. Not even
she knows. She thinks I tried to kill her—as the Golden
Cross. I didn’t tell her I knew. We never told each other anything
…”

“What matters is that she’s alive,” said
Lindsey. “Perhaps one day …”

“It is too late for that,” snapped Eadric. He
pulled away from Lindsey, his tears stopping and turning to anger.
He paced in front of the fire. “Canute knows she was the Golden
Cross. If he sees her alive, he will kill me. To my benefit, she
must hide for her own protection, as well.”

Lindsey shook his head bitterly. “Why did you
pick Canute, Eadric? Why not let Edmund become king? He never would
have treated you this way.”

“Because his brother still rules Denmark, and
if Canute died, the Viking raids would start all over again.”
Eadric stopped and glared into the fire. “This was how it had to
be.”

He smirked, a strange expression while his
eyes were still red with tears, and looked at Lindsey. “I do not
want to live my life in regret, Lindsey. Nothing about the past can
be changed. Sometimes I imagine reuniting with her, once all of
this has blown over, and our lives have become peaceful again.” His
smile faded again, and Godric wondered if he was remembering the
sight of Aydith weeping over her dead brother, as Godric remembered
all too well. “But I must not live for that, either. We must take
what is given to us and deal with it. I don’t intend to interfere
anymore. Canute is my king now; I will serve him as he requests,
nothing more.”

Lindsey turned away from his lord and leaned
against the table. His face turned cold. “I don’t think I can live
like that, Eadric. I have too many regrets, and I cannot ignore
them. I do not think I can remain your hearth companion.”

“Lindsey!” Eadric made little effort to hide
the shock and hurt on his face. “Everything will be different from
now on. There will be no more assassinations, no more
scheming—”

“I told you,” said Lindsey harshly. “Even if
you are right, I want to get away from the past. I want to get away
from … from you, at least for awhile. I want to return to
Shropshire. Perhaps even find a new wife.”

Eadric clenched his teeth so hard Godric
could see his cheeks bulging, even from far away. “I understand. It
is for the best, anyway. The stronghold of Shropshire has fallen
into disarray and needs your leadership. I commend your decision,
Lindsey.”

Lindsey bowed his head, not looking Eadric in
the eye. “I will leave in the morning.”

“Do you need anything for your journey? I
have fresh supplies from Lundenburg, and—”

“Spoils of Canute’s high taxes,” snarled
Lindsey. Then, a little more softly, “No, thank you.”

Eadric nodded stiffly. “May the weather favor
you. I hope to see you again soon. Perhaps next Easter?”

Lindsey did not answer, but began walking
towards the door.

Godric had become so engrossed in spying on
their conversation that he only remembered to hide himself at the
last moment. Just as Lindsey swung open the doors, Godric hopped
away into the shadows.

Even once Lindsey was gone, Godric remained
still for a long while, absorbing everything he’d heard from their
intimate conversation. He could not believe the way Eadric had
cried and begged Lindsey to stay. Perhaps his father was not as
strong as he’d imagined? And yet—the topics they discussed! Eadric
had tricked Canute. He tricked everyone. And he had yet to be
punished for it.

The rest of the conversation made less sense
to Godric. Why had Eadric done so much for Aydith? She was a rude
woman who never appreciated him and whose mere existence now put
Eadric’s life at risk.

Shaking his head at it all, Godric decided
that he might go to bed early tonight. After all, the last few days
had been long and wearying.

The next few weeks of Godric’s life were as
normal—and thus dull—as his most terrible nightmares. The monks
welcomed him back to the church with open arms and put him straight
back to work in the garden. This time, at least, they allowed him
to apply his skills to something new. They began to teach him how
to use herbs and other natural remedies to heal sick men. Before he
had watched his father take sick, Godric would not have been
interested in such lessons. But now he knew that if he saw someone
take sick again, he would not have to feel so useless.

His first lessons centered around the healing
uses of the plant called agrimony. They mixed it with egg-whites,
honey, and fat for a concoction to put on dog bites. Normally they
would add fruit pulp, but none was currently available to them.
Then they showed him that agrimony could be boiled in water and
mixed with Welsh ale. A man could be made less virile, they said,
by drinking the concoction during a night of fasting. When Godric
asked them to explain what they meant by “virile,” they explained
that the potion would help a man control his desires. Godric still
did not understand, but the monks did not want to explain any more
to him.

They showed him the book from which they
derived their recipes, called “Bald’s Leechbook.” Sometimes, Godric
sat in the scriptorium and read on his own. But like the use of the
agrimony plant and the strange fruit called “plantain” required for
dog bites, most of the ingredients were exotic and difficult to
acquire. Once again, Godric felt disappointed by his lessons, and
did not see how they would be of use to him in the future.

Eadric was busy resuming his duties as earl
for a time and tending to the feasting of the Lord’s Nativity.
Shire reeves came to him with their payments for King Canute, and
sometimes to receive his approval for uncertain cases of criminal
punishment. Godric liked to watch his father deal with the shire
reeves, then cast his mercy or judgment upon the guilty in
question. Sometimes he thought his father was too lenient, but what
did he know?

After awhile, Godric began to feel as if the
death of King Edmund was a dream. Perhaps everything would go on as
normal, and nothing else in his life would change, despite the
incredible murder he had helped commit.

Then a messenger visited the fortress during
dinner, and told Eadric that Canute would be visiting Tamworth
before the end of the winter.

“King Canute?” said Eadric, nearly choking on
his gulp of wine. “Here? Why? Why now?”

“He says he would like to discuss the deaths
of King Edmund and the Golden Cross,” said the emissary. “He would
like to talk about how to proceed now that they’re dead, and how
their deaths happened in the first place.”

Eadric’s eyes doubled in size. Then he looked
down the table at Godric.

Godric felt a chill run down his spine. He
saw the fear in his father’s face and felt it mirrored in his own.
Was this the change he’d been hoping for? In any case, he felt
certain that his world was about to change, in one way or
another.
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The days leading to Canute’s arrival were
filled with anxiety and foreboding, which seemed to be felt by
everyone. At the church, Godric heard the monks discussing how to
welcome the king and ensure his favor. They did not depend on
Eadric to support them, for he probably would not. Godric heard
everyone say that Canute was a God-fearing man, but no one seemed
to believe it.

Hildred, of all people, seemed the least
worried of anyone. Of course, she did not know she had any reason
to be. But she also seemed unusually happy. Sometimes she hummed to
herself as she sewed, or smiled as she stared into the fire. Godric
noticed that she would not always be in her bed when he woke up,
even if it was very early in the morning, or even in the middle of
the night. He wondered where else she went.

Godric lost track of the days. He went to
class at church. He helped his mother with her chores. He did not
go out much, for it was much too cold. One day he burned his hand
carrying a stone from the fire to warm a pot of water. By the time
it healed, when the snow and frost of winter were starting to melt,
King Canute arrived.

The array of people he brought into Tamworth
with him was tremendous. Riding with him were nearly a dozen
ox-carts full of food, silken fabrics, furs and garments. Godric
could not count his retainers—perhaps fifty of them—most of them
wearing beautiful chain mail, or fancy soled boots, or warm
goat-skin coats. They were Danes, perhaps even Vikings. Most of
them had the long, pale, sea-swept hair that Godric imagined them
all to have, and crisp blue eyes like a clear sky over the
ocean.

Thorkell the Tall was amongst Canute’s
retainers, and Godric repressed the urge to run to Thorkell and
embrace him. He missed the great Jomsviking so very much. Only
Finn, Thorkell’s true son, got to run to the gates and greet his
father as he entered.

Raven ushered Godric and the rest of Eadric’s
children into the long hall where they waited for a formal
introduction. Godric stood at the left of them all, the tallest and
proudest, draped with a red cloak recently given to him by Eadric.
Ethelfleda kept glaring at him. Her dress was brown and losing
threads at the seams. Without trying to lower her voice very much,
she turned to Raven and hissed, “Why does he get introduced
with the rest of us?”

“Because Eadric wishes it,” said Raven. She
did not seem very happy about it, either.

Godric did not concern himself with sibling
rivalry, for he could see through the door that Eadric was greeting
Canute. His mouth felt dry and he licked anxiously at his
already-chapped lips. The sight of Canute frightened him. While not
as tall as Thorkell, he was nearly so, and he had a face that
reminded Godric of a hawk’s. Eadric bowed and kissed Canute’s hand,
and Canute smirked down at him. The look on the king’s face made
Godric shiver.

The doors of the long hall creaked wide open.
Canute and his closest retainers entered.

Godric glanced at Eadric’s remaining hearth
companions—only seven—all of whom anxiously clutched their swords
and shifted back and forth on their feet. Yesterday, Godric thought
them some of the strongest and roughest men in the world. Next to
the Vikings following Canute into the fortress—of which there were
more than a dozen—they seemed like peasants who had never seen
battle. Canute’s companions had thick arms rippling with muscle,
and over their biceps they wore rings of gold and silver. Jewels
draped their hands, their necks, and even their swords. They
jangled and made the earth thud with every step. They slowly
fanned out around Eadric’s tables, looking into every corner of the
building and nodding absently at Eadric’s own men.

Eadric, Canute, and Thorkell entered last. A
woman hung from Canute’s arm almost like a garment, though for a
moment, Godric thought she was a boy. She had short brown hair, a
square face, and lean, ropy arms reaching from her dress. She had a
sneer on her face even more assuming and spiteful than Canute’s.
With a bit of surprise, Godric noticed that her belly was bulging,
though it seemed strange to imagine such a thin, handsome woman
with child.

Canute drew a deep breath as slaves closed
the door behind him, shutting out the cold air. He pulled off his
leather gloves and tossed them onto the table from afar, then
brushed back his shoulder-length hair, as thick and unruly as a
bundle of hay. Godric could see him even better now, and was
surprised how much younger Canute was than most of the other men.
He was certainly younger than Thorkell, Eadric, and even Edmund.
Much younger than Godric expected a king to look, though that did
not subtract from the strength of presence in his poise and eyes.
Godric remembered people saying he was barely twenty years of
age.

“I smell … stew. It smells delicious. But do
I detect … chicken?”

Eadric bowed his head. “No meat, my
liege.”

Canute nodded. “Good. Because you know I take
Lent quite seriously.”

A long silence followed Canute’s words.
Godric almost expected someone to burst out laughing, as if Canute
had been joking. But no one did.

Eadric looked uncomfortable, uncertain
whether he should break the silence. “Um … the stew is made of
leeks, onions, fish—”

Canute waved his hand, as if he had long
since moved on. “Yes, I trust you, Eadric. Why don’t you introduce
me to your well-behaved children?”

“Of course, my lord.” Eadric stepped forward
and put his hand on Godric’s shoulder. He looked down at his son,
as if to reassure him, but somehow Godric did not feel very
assured. “This is my oldest, Godric.”

Canute stepped towards Godric and looked down
at him uncertainly. Godric met the king’s eyes for a moment and
felt as if someone splashed cold water on his face. Canute’s gaze
seemed to look straight into him and guess all of his secrets. His
thick, wide eyebrows furrowed together.

“This was the child you bore out of
wedlock?”

Eadric bowed his head again. “You are very
astute, my liege.”

“Don’t start flattering me, Eadric, I am not
a fop. A yes or no would suffice.”

“Yes, then.”

“Is his mother still alive?”

Eadric looked up, baffled. “Yes.”

“Then you should marry her.”

Eadric’s face turned bright red. “What?”

“If you think so much of your bastard, marry
his mother and make him legitimate. I intend to respect the
sanctity of marriage as much as my predecessors. Did you think I
would not?”

“I, uh, I—”

“Marry his mother, if she’s of any worth.”
Canute smiled wide, flashing his teeth. “Although that is only a
friendly suggestion.”

“Perhaps you forget.” Eadric’s voice sounded
like a snarl. “My wife, Aydith, is … missing. She is not
dead. Unless … you know something else you’d like to share with
everyone?”

“Oh.” Canute’s smile dropped quickly. “Of
course, my mistake.” But then his grin returned, and the glint in
his eye looked sharper than ever. Godric’s blood burned against his
skin. What was all this about? He wished so desperately that he
could understand it all, perhaps even do something about it, and
show them all he was not just a bastard child to be discussed as if
he was not even present. But he was helpless, and could do nothing
but stand there, flustered, not even sure what was wrong.

“Please introduce me to your other children,”
said Canute, “the ones descended from King Ethelred, the little
nieces and nephews of King Edmund—may he rest in peace.”

So Eadric introduced them. Ethelfleda looked
happy as ever, eyes sparkling and cheeks rosy as a result of
Godric’s blatant humiliation. Canute studied her long and hard,
saying with a smile, “You look so much like your mother.”

Canute’s woman remained latched to his arm as
he went along, her smirk fading to a bored frown. As they reached
the last of Eadric’s children, she rubbed thoughtfully at her own
large belly. Canute followed her gaze and smiled.

“Soon Alfgifu and I will have a second child
of our own,” he said, tenderly caressing the cloth over Alfgifu’s
stomach. “Another son, if God favors me.”

“Another?” Eadric looked very confused.
“Forgive me for my ignorance, Canute, but I never knew of your
first son.”

Canute’s face soured. “He was born in the
midst of warfare, I’m afraid, and kept safely apart from me. But
you will meet Harold soon enough, I am sure. Yes, yes, wipe that
smirk off your face.” He stepped towards Eadric and slapped him
lightly across the cheek. Godric was shocked by this, but Eadric
simply turned his head and took it. The king gripped Eadric’s chin
to make him look at him, as one might grip a child, and lowered his
voice. “We conceived him beyond the sacred bonds of matrimony, but
then I married her, see? Legitimacy, Eadric. What are we without
it?”

He patted Eadric on the cheek then stepped
away and took a deep breath. “I want to eat now,” he said
simply.

The important men—and the one important
woman—filled the middle of the central long table. Godric and the
other children sat with Hildred far down the end. Raven made sure
to seat Godric even further from the king than the other kids. He
lost his appetite and poked his fish angrily with his dirk. The
harpist played a happy tune by the fire and made Godric even more
upset. How could anyone be happy right now?

Canute and Eadric talked to each other, and
Godric heard bits and pieces of their conversation, but none of it
seemed very important, not to him anyway. They spoke of taxes and
churchmen and the upcoming Easter. Only when Canute had consumed a
horn-ful of mead and begun speaking of his plans for the summer did
he cause something of a stir. “The bishop wants my coronation to
take place in Lundenburg,” he said, “though I would prefer to hold
it in Winchester.”

“It should be in Lundenburg,” said Eadric,
with such authority that Godric felt tension rippling down the
table. “The people of Lundenburg may still be angry with you for
your Danegald demands, but that is all the more reason to honor
them, and shower them with gifts.”

“Yes, I know,” groaned Canute.

“You must also marry Queen Emma.”

Everyone in the room seemed to go still but
for Alfgifu. She sliced angrily at her fish with her dirk, so
deeply that the blade made a terrible sound against her earthenware
plate.

“This is obvious,” said Canute, though he
sounded unexpectedly calm. He put his hand on Alfgifu’s, who
stopped moving. “Though I don’t think this is the time to discuss
it.”

Alfgifu stood up and lifted her dirk. She
glared at Eadric as she licked the blade, left and right, up and
down the edge. When it was clean, she thrust it under her dress.
Then she stormed from the room.

Canute watched her go with a pleasant
expression. “She is such a spirited woman. But she understands how
it is.”

“You must get rid of her,” said Eadric.
Godric could no longer see the tension and anxiety on anyone’s
face, but he could feel it, as surely as if he was holding a rope
someone tugged upon from the shadows. “Emma is even more spirited
than Alfgifu, perhaps in a more secretive way. She will not suffer
another woman’s presence.”

The king looked less and less cheerful with
every word from Eadric’s mouth. “You are full of sage advice,
aren’t you? I suppose that is why I’ve kept you around, Earl.” He
took another gulp of mead from his horn, hissing as the tart liquid
went down his throat. “But I assure you, I can keep my women safely
under my thumb. Perhaps you are the one who should be taking
lessons, my dear Eadric.”

Eadric turned dark red again, and all the men
around the table burst into laughter, thumping the table with their
fists. Canute smiled and Godric felt some of the nervousness drain
from the room, though he sensed the hostility between Eadric and
Canute remained stronger than ever.

As people finished their plates, they
continued to drink and relax. Eadric presented a group of beautiful
women who lined up in front of the fire. They danced to the beat of
the drums and the plucking of the harp. Canute’s companions—or
housecarls, as he referred to them—became very engrossed in this
display and forgot all their troubles. They did not even seem to
notice when Eadric and Canute got up and left the room
together.

Fear and excitement burned in Godric’s belly
like a spreading fire. Now, Eadric and Canute would be speaking
privately to one another! Upstairs, surely, they would discuss
Edmund and the Golden Cross—topics much more interesting to Godric.
He wanted so terribly to hear what they said to one another. But
how might he pull it off?

Raven scowled at the Danish men as they got
closer and closer to the dancing women, even joining them and
holding them as they swayed across the rushes. She motioned to the
children and said, “Time to go to our beds.”

Reluctantly, Godric got up and followed them
all out. But once he stood outside in the darkness, he stayed
behind as the rest of them wandered away. Raven would be surprised
that Godric left without telling her, perhaps, but not worried. She
would assume he ran off to his own mother in the servants’
quarters.

Instead, he would be spying on the two most
important men in the country.

He turned back around and walked quietly into
the long hall. The men and women were even more engrossed in each
other than before, holding each other close, rubbing up against one
another. Godric happily slipped past them and followed the path
Eadric and Canute had taken up the steps.

Almost immediately, he was stopped by the
sound of angry voices. But they did not belong to Eadric or Canute.
He heard Alfgifu.

“You cannot tell me what to do, you big dumb
brute.”

Godric peeked around the top of the staircase
and saw Alfgifu and Thorkell arguing outside the bedroom that once
belonged to Aydith.

“Canute said no one goes in,” Thorkell
explained.



“Too bad!” Alfgifu started forward, as if to
make her way around the Jomsviking, but Thorkell reached out with
one hand and grabbed her arm as if picking up a stick. He pushed
her aside, putting little effort into the motion, and yet it swung
her backwards several steps as if a normal man had shoved her.

She kept stumbling backwards even when
Thorkell let go of her and nearly fell over. When she regained
balance, she looked up at him with horror and fury. “You dare to
touch a pregnant queen?!”

Thorkell just stared back at her, then
shrugged.

She cried out with rage, but was not about to
humiliate herself by trying again. Godric sensed that she might
come down the steps herself, so he hurried back the way he had
come.

Once out of the long hall, he turned back and
looked at the building from afar. To climb the side would be much
too difficult: no doubt he would create a lot of noise and his
fingers would fill with splinters. But he knew where the servants
kept a ladder.

The servants and slaves were too busy
cleaning up from the feast and storing the extra food to notice him
slipping away with the ladder. Holding the large wooden frame was
difficult for him, but he managed to hold it up long enough to
bring it outside, where he sat it on the ground and dragged it. If
only Finn could see him now!

He tried to figure out which window belonged
to Aydith’s room. He needed to hurry if he wanted to hear anything
of importance. He guessed to the best of his ability and propped
the ladder into place. Then he clasped the rungs and started to
climb.

The ladder was shakier than he expected. It
wavered and clattered against the wall. He stopped a moment, his
heart thudding in his throat. He had good balance. He could do
this. He kept climbing.

Once near the top, he reached for the
tapestry closing the window. It was thick and heavy, but the window
was small; hopefully no one would see it moving. He heard voices
drifting from the other side, and paused nervously. He waited until
a gust of wind flowed towards him, making the cloth flutter
naturally, then moved it enough to see inside. To his relief, he
saw a small hole in the fabric that he could look through instead.
He could not see much, but he could see enough.

“You need not worry about Eadwig,” Eadric was
saying. He stood in the middle of the room, near the bed, while
Canute paced around a table lit with candles.

“Why not?” Canute stopped and stood still.
“Do you know something I don’t?”

“Of course not. But the last of Ethelred’s
aethelings is young, and more importantly, I don’t think many
people will support him. The death of Edmund was too devastating.
They are all tired of struggling for power.”

“Ah yes,” said Canute. “And the way Edmund
died! Incredible. I hear so many different versions. Some say a
Viking stabbed him up the ass. Others that a pagan contraption
killed him in the privy. Others say you killed him, somehow,
with the help of your son.” He paused for a long time. “Did
you?”

Godric’s blood thundered in his ears so
loudly he did not hear anything for a moment. He swallowed thickly
and strained to keep listening.

“… all ridiculous,” Eadric was saying.

“Yes,” screamed Canute suddenly, “or
NO?”

A long silence followed the echo of Canute’s
words. Finally, very quietly, Eadric said, “No.”

“Ah.” Canute began pacing again. Godric
realized he’d been holding his breath and slowly let it out. “Well,
you were there, weren’t you? Didn’t you see what happened?”

“I was in Oxford, yes, but I didn’t see it
happen. I don’t think anyone did.”

“I see. In any case, how sad that such a
valiant man had to die that way. I suppose God did not favor him as
greatly as He favors me. Still, a shame, convenient though it may
be. I will be sure to punish whoever committed the crime, to show
my respect for the spirited fellow. How could you have betrayed him
so many times, Eadric? He loved you, I think, as many people seem
to, no matter how many times you betray them. You must possess a
heart of stone.”

He reached up and put his palm against
Eadric’s chest, as if to see for himself. Eadric smacked his arm
away. The two men remained still a moment, glaring at one another.
Godric was shaking so much he heard his teeth chattering. He was
not sure how much of it was from the cold and how much was from his
own nervousness.

“In any case,” said Canute softly, “I must
deal with his sons. More specifically, you must, for I
imagine you already have a place for yourself in hell. You killed
for King Ethelred, did you not? I imagine you will return the favor
for me. There are two of them, mere babies—”

“I will kill no one else,” hissed Eadric,
“and my days of scheming behind closed doors are over. Ethelred’s
court is full of many great and wise men, Canute. You will consult
with them when you are in Lundenburg, once you take Emma as your
queen. They will not want to put toddlers on the throne, and they
will not want to risk another war, either. Let them help you. By
asking for their wisdom, you will also gain their respect. There is
a man named Ethelwerd; I imagine he would help you … dispose of
Eadwig, should you choose to do so.”

Canute sighed heavily, but he no longer
sounded annoyed. They were both quiet a moment.

“I am sorry about what I said,” said Canute
after a while. Godric was very surprised to hear Canute say “I am
sorry” about anything. From what he could tell, Eadric was
surprised, as well.

“Sorry for saying what?”

“That you already have a place in hell. But I
… I did not really expect you to kill the Golden Cross,
Eadric.”

Eadric stepped back, his breath catching.
“What do you mean?”

“I expected you would let Aydith go. I
intended to catch her myself and kill her publicly, in a
humiliating fashion, to smother the legend of the Golden Cross
forever. And then I would kill you, to demonstrate what happens to
traitors. It would have been hard to do, but I feared keeping you
around, knowing that I ought not to trust you. But you did what I
asked. I am very … very moved by that. You killed her, your own
wife. God help me, I know I should still not trust you. But listen
to the way you talk! It is so hard not to nod my head to every word
you say. You have a gift. A tongue of honey.”

He stepped closer to Eadric. Godric could not
see their faces very well, but Eadric stepped away from him and
turned around, and they were both quiet for a long while.

“If you ever lie to me, Eadric, I will cut
that sweet tongue from your mouth.”

Eadric left the room.

Godric felt as if he couldn’t move. He could
not believe that Eadric continued to lie to the king. If Canute was
willing to kill Eadric at the first sign of trickery, or at least
cut out his tongue, what might he do to Godric?

Canute growled to himself and thumped his
fist against the wall. Godric remained frozen to the spot, watching
Canute think he was alone, fascinated. To his amazement, Canute
began speaking.

“You are better off without him,” he
grumbled. “You’re the one who won’t let him in. You are in control.
Well … perhaps it is safe to follow his advice about the wise men.
By asking for their help, you will prove that you are humble,
devout, and peace-loving. Because you are. But you could have
figured that out without Eadric’s advice. Don’t trust anything else
he says. You rejected him. God chose you.”

Suddenly, it took all of Godric’s strength
not to laugh aloud. The great Canute was talking to himself!

He must have let a sound slip, for Canute
suddenly turned around. Any humor left in Godric’s mood drained
quickly away. With numb fingers, he pulled away from the window and
clutched the ladder. He began to lower himself rung by rung, but
his feet were awkward. His hands were so cold he could barely feel
the wood under his palms. He felt as if he tried to move a distant
puppet rather than his own body. The ladder shook and clattered
against the side of the building. He realized he was losing his
balance altogether, and jumped before he could lose all
control.

The ladder fell to the earth behind him and
he ran off into the night.

*

Canute left only days later and life returned
to its dull normality. But this time, Godric saw the daily routines
as the illusion they truly were. Nothing was the same anymore, not
really. A Danish prince was becoming king of Engla-lond. Canute had
finished collecting large sums of money from the English people in
another so-called Danegald, and they could only hope that he would
soften his demands now that he was king of the country.

Godric turned ten, and the monks asked him
directly whether he intended to pledge his life to the church when
the time came. One day, inflicted by bad temper, he told the monks
he would never become one of them. Concerned, the prior visited
Eadric and said they’d only taught Godric so much because they
expected him to take the cloth. Eadric told them to back off and
accept the money he paid them until Godric was old enough to choose
for himself. To Godric’s relief, the churchmen agreed.

In the summer, Canute married Emma in
Lundenburg.

Godric spent a large amount of time
convincing Eadric to bring him to Lundenburg to witness the
wedding. In reality, he was scared to see Canute again, but he
wanted to see the great city, a subject of so much legend and
political upheaval. Eadric finally agreed, though he picked one of
his hearth companions to chaperone Godric for the entire trip, and
not to let him wander anywhere near court nor draw any attention to
himself. This pleased Godric perfectly.

The city of Lundenburg was not quite so
incredible to Godric as the people there. He loved the large,
strong river flowing between the wooden town of Southwark and the
stone fortress of Lundenburg itself. He loved the great Roman
bridge, made mostly of stone but patched with clay and timber where
warfare had smashed the edifice in pieces. He marveled at the walls
of Lundenburg, made of Kentish ragstone and looming over the ground
higher than three men could stand on top of one another. But none
of these wonders were as overwhelming to him as the bustling number
of people within, which amounted to some eight thousand men and
women.

Most of them stank, and were ugly. They had
boils on their faces or rashes on their skin. Godric did not like
being in such crowds at all, and he stayed on his pony as often as
he could. He gladly followed his chaperone in and out of the lodge
where he stayed overnight, never wandering far from his side. He
saw women, nearly naked, offering themselves to men for a single
silver penny. He saw fathers offering their sons as slaves. These
people frightened him, but filled him with awe and wonder at the
same time.

When he went to the church, a visiting bishop
called Wulfstan of York presented a sermon for the masses. He spoke
vehemently about how everything that had happened to people of
Engla-lond was a result of their own sin and selfishness. He
claimed that the year 1000 could have been the end of the world,
but God had given them all another chance, and if they were to
survive, they must commit to the church and offer their alms to
heaven.

Godric did not see much of Canute and Emma’s
wedding, which was fine with him, but he heard many of the rumors
surrounding it. He tried to pay attention, because he knew that his
father was near Canute’s side during the whole thing and thus would
be very involved with the politics. He heard that Emma’s three
children by her former husband, Ethelred, had been sent across the
sea to Normandy for safekeeping. Their names were Edward, Godgifu,
and Alfred. There, they would not be a threat to the throne, nor be
necessary targets for elimination. Emma promised Canute that once
they had sons of their own, these sons would take precedence as
heir to the throne over her sons in Normandy.

Of all the rumors surrounding Emma’s
children, people spoke of Edward the most. People claimed that
before he left for Normandy, the thirteen-year-old challenged
Canute to a duel and nearly cut him in half. Having seen Canute for
himself, Godric could hardly believe these rumors to be true.
Nevertheless, he continued to imagine the young prince battling
with Canute for the throne. He re-enacted this scene in his head
before he went to sleep, and sometimes imagined the
thirteen-year-old as himself.

For better or for worse, Canute and Emma
married, and the whole of Engla-lond fell under Canute’s
control.

On the long ride down Watling Street from
Lundenburg to home, Eadric spoke to Godric in greater length about
the Viking king’s marriage and its repercussions. Canute intended
to put his own men in power throughout the land. He would give
Mercia to Eadric, as it already belonged; Northumbria went to a
mighty Viking named Erik; East Anglia would fall under Thorkell’s
control; and all the while Canute would reign in Wessex.

“What about that woman, Alfgifu?” asked
Godric.

“Canute is wisely sending her away from
court,” Eadric explained. “But technically, they are still married.
I do not know how he intends to deal with that, though some of his
churchmen are already claiming he was never legitimately married to
Alfgifu in the first place.”

“I don’t understand,” said Godric. “How can a
man be married to two women at once?”

Eadric smiled wryly. “He can’t, in
Engla-lond. But he can, in other countries. In Denmark, men
sometimes marry many women. Even Queen Emma understands this; her
ancestors in Normandy, who were also Vikings, sometimes claimed
more than one wife as well. The problem is that Canute wants to
conform to English ways and keep one wife in the Christian
tradition; but he must marry Emma for practical reasons.”

Godric’s brain felt tired, and he decided to
stop asking questions.

Eadric remained very busy in the months
following Canute’s marriage, and Godric missed him very much. He
became more engrossed in his work at the church than he ever
expected to be. During the summer and fall, he found himself very
excited by the growth of various fruits and vegetables. At first he
felt embarrassed, particularly when describing it to Ethelfleda and
the other children, that such simple things as plucking a ripe
berry could brighten up his day. But after awhile he decided that
Ethelfleda was simply jealous, for her own lessons continued to
revolve around sewing and cleaning.

Once Godric obtained some distance from the
political turmoil which had begun that year, he began to wonder if
his life might be better off “normal,” after all. Sometimes, in
humiliating situations, he would remind himself that he killed King
Edmund and this would make him feel good. But at other times, he
would remember his terrible act and feel uncomfortable. He wondered
if he had a place in hell, as Canute claimed his father did. He
wondered if one day, completely unexpectedly, Canute would ride to
his doorstep and blame him for the death of Edmund. Then he would
cut out Eadric’s tongue. And then—in some versions of Godric’s
nightmares—he would cut off Godric’s, as well.

Meanwhile, Godric noticed his mother’s belly
was growing in size. She said nothing of it, even when he stared
curiously at the bulge of her tunic; she would pretend as if
nothing was different. By autumn, she was so large that she
clutched her back when she walked and her ankles swelled visibly at
night. Finally, he spoke of her predicament aloud.

“Am I going to have a brother?” he said.

She looked at him in shock a moment, but
gradually, her face softened. “Or a sister,” she said.

Godric did not understand much about the
relationships between men and women, but a few times he had seen
them on top of each other in the servants’ quarters, moving under
the blankets. He knew that they did this often, especially behind
closed doors, and that this somehow created babies. He still didn’t
comprehend why. “How’d it happen?”

A shadow seemed to fall over Hildred’s face.
“Eadric is the father,” she said, “but I don’t know if he will act
like one.”

“Of course he will!” said Godric, thinking of
himself as an example.

Hildred scowled into the nearby candles. She
did not explain herself, but Godric thought of the way he’d seen
the same scowl on her face whenever Eadric brought other women into
his fortress, then up the steps to his bedroom. Perhaps this was
what made her angry. Not sure what else to do, Godric stepped
forward and embraced her.

“Father will take care of us,” he said.

So Godric waited with excitement for the day
he would receive his new sister or brother. Meanwhile, winter
returned to the land, and he began to spend more time indoors. He
continued to read Bald’s Leechbook, obsessively collecting whatever
ingredients he could, but often coming up with look-alike
substitutes to use instead. He enjoyed mixing them together and
putting his concoctions on the other children’s scrapes and
bruises. Sometimes, he felt like his potions worked quite well.

Eadric prepared to leave again, this time for
Lundenburg. Godric stayed with him in the dining hall the night
before he left, listening to joyous music, eating spiced foods and
sipping warm drinks. He thought his father looked very happy. He
recalled the way his father had taken sick earlier in the year, and
how Godric had feared for his death. All of that seemed so silly
now. Despite all of Godric’s fears, both he and his father had
survived their cruel schemes, and never been in danger at all.
Godric knew that his father would protect him forever.

“What will you do in Lundenburg?” Godric
asked, as Eadric watched some women dance.

“Who knows?” said Eadric. He brushed back his
thick curly hair, and not for the first time, Godric wondered why
he kept it so long. Perhaps to be like the Danes. Godric’s own hair
was nearly past his shoulders for the same reason. “I don’t know
why Canute has summoned me. It has been a long time since we spoke.
Perhaps he simply wants to hear how Mercia is faring? He also
challenged me to a chess game.” Eadric’s blue eyes twinkled as he
winked at his son. “I am a devil at chess.”

Godric sighed. He was very bad at chess. He
had tried to learn it, but got frustrated much too quickly to play
a full game.

“What’s wrong, Godric? Did you want to come
to Lundenburg with me?”

“No!” Godric said quickly. He did not care at
all to return to that crowded and stinky place. “But … I think I
will be bored.”

“Are you not happy with your lessons?”

“They are … boring.”

Eadric laughed. “Sometimes boring is good,
Godric. Learn to enjoy it.” His father’s gaze lifted thoughtfully
upwards as he sipped from his glittering horn. “You remember what I
said to you that day I was sick, about fighting for peace?”

“Yes.” Godric hoped that perhaps Eadric would
explain that conversation a little more clearly now, as he still
did not understand what he meant.

“Well I have yet another lesson for you,”
said Eadric, and Godric sighed again. Eadric laughed at him. “You
see, I am still learning things, just as you are. Don’t you want to
know what I’ve learned?”

“Yes,” said Godric, but he rolled his
eyes.

Eadric smiled fondly. “What I’ve learned is
this: honesty is the key to a happy life.”

Godric frowned at him. Now he was more
confused than ever. “Honesty? But you lie all the time.”

Eadric looked away, his smile fading
somewhat. “I know that. Quite often, I considered lying crucial to
my survival. But now, I think I lied successfully enough to save my
life, but at the detriment of my own well-being.”

Godric was already losing interest. He did
not think he would understand this speech anymore than the last
one.

“I am serious, Godric,” said his father. “I
know I am a terrible example. But I’ve concluded that if I’d only
been more honest throughout my life—about my own feelings, about my
schemes and plans, and simply about my own potential—I might have
died sooner. But I might have lived a happier life in the meantime.
Aydith and I … well. If I ever saw her again, I would never say
another lie. Think on that, won’t you?”

“Yes, Father,” said Godric. Then, feeling
very tired, he left the hall for the warmth and simplicity of his
own bed.

So Eadric left, and sometimes Godric wondered
about his father’s advice. He even began to understand it. He knew
that sometimes, the secret he kept about killing King Edmund felt
like it would eat him up from the inside. If he told everyone the
truth, perhaps he would feel better. But Canute might also cut out
his tongue. Was that really how Eadric intended him to live?

Perhaps, thought Godric, it’s best not to
have secrets in the first place. And this gave him even more food
for thought.

Shortly after Christmas, while Eadric was
still gone, the fortress received an unexpected visitor. She wore
dark robes and a hood over her face. Godric was outside fetching
water when he saw her. He watched her greet the soldiers with
familiarity, even embracing some of them. She put up her horse then
walked to the lodge where the rest of the children would be.

His fingers went numb and he dropped his
bucket of water. He felt certain, though he did not want to believe
it, that the woman was Aydith. Why else would she arrive in this
way? Why else would she go straight to the children?

His icy hands curled into fists and his heart
thundered in his chest. Eadric wasn’t here to deal with Aydith, and
no one else knew the situation between them. So Godric was the only
one around to protect Eadric’s interests. If Aydith revealed
herself to the wrong people, Canute would know that Eadric had
lied. And then … Godric’s worst nightmares would come true.

He steeled himself and made his way after
her. As he went, he recalled what people had said in the past about
the Golden Cross, Edmund Ironside’s greatest warrior and military
strategist. How strange to think that Aydith and the Golden Cross
were one and the same person! If Godric imagined that he was on his
way to confront the Golden Cross, he lost his courage. But if he
thought of her only as Aydith, Eadric’s ungrateful wife, then he
maintained the will to confront her.

As expected, he found her within the lodge,
joyfully greeting her children and Raven. Happy tears and cries of
surprise spread all around. The children were mostly confused, for
they never knew what had happened to their mother all this time.
But Raven was overwhelmed with emotion. The way she embraced
Aydith, it seemed as if she’d long believed Aydith to be dead.

Godric stood still for a long time, not sure
how to interrupt these emotional reunions. He needed to tell Aydith
to go away, but if he did it now, all the other children would hate
him even more. Besides, it was too late to keep them from seeing
her. Maybe he could wait just a little longer?

Then Aydith turned to look at him for the
first time, her eyes red and puffy and leaking all over. When he
stared into them, he felt as if he saw something that shouldn’t be
there. She should only be happy right now, seeing her children for
the first time in over a year, returning to her home of ten years.
Instead, Godric detected something unmistakable: sadness.

“Godric,” she rasped. Then she opened her
arm, the other one already wrapped around Ethelfleda and Colburn,
as if to offer him a hug.

Godric shuffled his feet uncertainly. He
didn’t like Aydith, but somehow he felt tempted to join the other
children in her embrace. No. He had to stay strong. “Aydith,” he
said. “Why are you here?”

“Oh Godric …” Her arm fell down again, as if
she simply did not have the strength to keep it lifted. A fresh fit
of sobs wracked her small frame.

He felt angry now, angry and scared, though
he couldn’t say why. Why was she acting this way? “What’s wrong?”
he demanded.

“Godric,” she said, then looked around the
room. “Children. Your father … Eadric is dead.”
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“What?” said Godric. “That can’t be.”

All the children glanced around in confusion.
A moment ago, they’d been overwhelmed with joy by the return of
their mother. Now, she told them their father was dead.

Aydith wiped her tears and pushed back her
hair. “It’s true,” she said, swallowing back her sobs. Now that the
children began to feel scared and sorrowful, she became strong for
them. “And I’m afraid we don’t have time to discuss it. Any moment
now, Canute’s men will be here to seize his estate.”

“Father!” cried Ethelfleda. Her normally
stern and sassy face twisted with sobs. “Why is he dead?”

Aydith’s face cracked again at the sight of
Ethelfleda’s. “Who knows,” she groaned. “It happened very …
suddenly. Rumor seems to be that Eadric confessed to killing … to
killing my brother Edmund.” She took a deep breath in an attempt to
control her sorrow. “Whatever the case, he’s dead now, and we have
to leave here. Quickly.”

“Where will we go?” sobbed Ethelfleda.

“I am not sure yet,” said Aydith. “Perhaps to
Canterbury, or the Castle Corfe. I have allies there. Either way,
we must travel very far. Go along now, and get your things. But
each of you can only bring a single bag.”

One by one, Raven guided the bewildered
children out of the lodge. Godric watched them go, feeling as if he
couldn’t move. This was some sort of trick, surely. Aydith wanted
to take her daughter and sons for herself, so she came up with this
lie to deceive them.

Aydith met his eyes again, and Godric felt
pierced to the core. Nothing in her gaze looked fake.

“Godric …” she said weakly. “I’m so
sorry.”

“Sorry,” he snarled. Now that she put it that
way, he found her a perfect target on which to pin the blame.
“Sorry. Because you killed him, didn’t you?”

Her mouth fell open. “No. No I didn’t.” But
then she looked away, as if she couldn’t endure his accusing stare,
and he saw the shame in her face.

“Canute found out you’re alive!” cried
Godric.

Her mouth gaped even further. “How do you …
what are you talking about?”

Despite himself, Godric couldn’t fight back
the tears any longer. He felt his grief fill his nose with a
terrible sting. Water rose into his eyes and blurred his vision. “I
know the truth about you!” he yelled.

She narrowed her eyes, her expression turning
cold. “I didn’t kill Eadric. Even if I wanted to, I … I couldn’t do
it.”

“So, you saw each other, before he died?”
Somehow this seemed important to Godric, though he wasn’t sure why
yet.

Aydith straightened up, clenching her fists
at her sides. “Stop talking about things you don’t understand,” she
snapped. “Canute doesn’t know I’m alive—I don’t think so,
anyway.”

Godric wanted to believe with all his heart
that this was Aydith’s fault. Because if it was not … “Canute
killed him … Canute killed Father because of … because of Edmund’s
death?”

Aydith turned her head fiercely away.
“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Some say he killed Eadric after losing a
game of chess. I did not see it myself.”

A chess game? Godric had never heard of
something so ridiculous.

Her eyes splintered with tears as she turned
them back on Godric. “All I know is that he chopped off Eadric’s
head, put it on a pike, and set it high over the River Thames.”

At this image, Godric felt as if someone
struck him in the stomach, and he wailed with agony. Aydith’s face
turned red as she watched him, and her voice softened again.

“You must come with me now, if you want to be
safe,” she said.

“I won’t go anywhere with you!” Godric
screamed. And he continued to cry openly.

Aydith’s expression settled somewhere between
contempt and pity. “Suit yourself.”

So she left him there, and when he was all
alone, he wept to his heart’s content. He still could not accept
that it was true. How could Eadric be dead? Why, after all this
time, did Canute decide to kill him?

He lost track of the time, sitting in the
rushes and crying. The building was empty around him, everything
was quiet, and he felt as if perhaps he was the last person in the
world. He might as well have been, he thought. Eadric was dead.
What would happen to him now?

“Godric? Godric!”

Hildred found him there. She sat down next to
him and held him tight. He did not feel so alone anymore, but he
was reminded of the unborn baby protruding from his mother’s womb.
Who would take care of them?

Hildred knew better than to say anything. She
clutched him, and rocked him, and they stayed there until they ran
out of tears. Then they got up and made their way to the kitchens,
for despite everything, they still needed to eat.

*

Over the next few days, the fortress became
nearly empty. The only people who remained did so because it was
the dead of winter, and they had nowhere else to go. The ones who
left stole from Eadric’s belongings, taking most of the food and
gold. Though Hildred and Godric knew that they were more in danger
than anyone else, they did not want to risk traveling while she was
pregnant. She looked as if she could burst at any moment. She
stayed in bed, and Godric cared for her when he wasn’t wandering
about the fortress and trying to make sense of it all.

He entered his father’s bedroom one morning
to see what possessions remained. The bed and the majority of the
room had already been stripped down, but the chest was still locked
in the corner, and Godric knew where to find the key. He found a
knife with a ruby in the pommel and silver lining along the guard.
He strapped the knife to his tunic and kept it. Other items in the
chest included parchments with Eadric’s signature, charters and
wills, as well as a few nice robes. Though he was too little to
wear any of them, Godric took a thick black cloak lined with fur to
use as a blanket. Best of all, he found a pouch of gold.

When he returned to his mother, he found her
writhing on the bed, tangled in her blankets, groaning.

“Mother?” he cried. “What’s wrong?”

“I think … the baby is coming,” she said. He
saw that a wet spot had already formed around the blankets between
her legs, and it was a pink and slimy color.

“Oh,” said Godric, and suddenly he felt
afraid. Despite his rare knowledge obtained from Bald’s Leechbook,
he did not know anything about childbirth. “What do I do?”

“Get me water,” said Hildred, “and look for a
woman to help me.”

Godric obeyed. Fetching water was not overly
difficult, but he had a great amount of trouble finding a woman to
help his mother. The remaining servants and slaves wanted nothing
to do with him.

“You’re not our master anymore,” they
said.

“But I can pay you!”

Everyone in hearing range looked at him when
he said that, and then he felt uncomfortable.

“You have money?” a woman asked.

“I can give you … a gold piece,” said
Godric.

That did not seem like much to Godric, who
had a whole pouch full of gold coins, but he didn’t tell her that
and she seemed very happy. So he led her to Hildred.

By then, Hildred was breathing harder and
faster than normal. She glared uncertainly at the maid, who she no
doubt recognized, but they said nothing to each other. Apparently,
there was little to do but sit and wait.

Godric didn’t know what to do with himself,
so after a little while he took out his knife and carved on a piece
of wood. Every few minutes, Hildred would groan and squirm on the
bed. The maid, otherwise useless, reached out and took Hildred’s
hand. Godric began to regret offering her a whole gold penny,
because Godric could have done that much himself.

“Do you need more water?” Godric asked after
a little while.

“Get her ale,” said the maid, so he did.

They waited and waited, and the darkness fell
thickly around them. Outside, a heavy fog rolled down from the
sky—Godric had glimpsed it when he was last outdoors—and now he
could feel it, a wet mist, drifting through the rips in the window
coverings. Godric wished he could close his eyes and go somewhere
peaceful and warm in his sleep. He asked how long it would
take.

“Is this your first child?” the maid asked
Hildred, as if she’d forgotten Godric.

“My second.”

“Then maybe it will be here by midnight. The
second comes faster.”

Godric felt cold, so he got on his bed and
curled up. He tried to sleep but he couldn’t, listening to his
mother in pain, knowing a baby would soon come into the world and
he wouldn’t know what to do with it. Eventually, the moments
Hildred writhed and moaned became more and more frequent. Then the
maid positioned herself between Hildred’s legs and pushed up her
dress.

“I can see the baby’s head,” she
announced.

“Then do something about it,” growled
Hildred. Then she bared her teeth, clenched her fists, and tensed
her whole body. She squirmed and arched her back and tried to push
the baby out with sheer will.

“Careful,” said the maid, who then looked at
Godric. “Go get a stick. Something to fit into her mouth.”

Godric was happy to have something to do, but
wished it did not involve going outside. The world beyond the
servant’s hall was eerie, full of dancing fog and slippery shadows,
and he felt as if cold fingers were constantly trying to sneak
under his cloak. Finding a good stick was more difficult than he
expected, for the fortress was far from the forest, and most of the
servants had already gathered the good bramble to feed their fires.
At long last, he grabbed a leather strap from the stables, and
hoped this would work.

When he returned, sweat was running down his
mother’s brow, and she was crying out with agony. Godric stopped
and stared in horror at the sight of the baby now halfway out of
her body, covered in red slime and goo. He did not understand how
any person could push something from their body that size.
Hildred’s nails dug into her sheets, even wetter now with her own
sweat, and she stared at the ceiling, screaming as she pushed.

“I see its legs,” said the maid, who then
glared at Godric and the leather in his hand. “Put the strap in her
mouth.”

He obeyed, though he felt strange trying to
open his mother’s mouth and put the leather inside. Her eyes were
red and glazed over; she did not even seem to know he was there.
Once the strap was between her teeth, she bit into it, hard. He
realized why the maid suggested something to put in her mouth in
the first place, for the muscles of her jaw bulged and rippled, and
if not for the strap she might have ground her teeth apart.

This close to his mother, Godric inhaled the
strong smell of blood and musk, and again he wondered how his
mother could possibly be capable of this incredible task, as if she
were opening up her body and ripping it apart just to let this
little creature out.

“Almost there,” said the maid. “Almost there
…”

Hildred let out a terrible cry and bit a
permanent dent in the leather as she gave another push. Godric
watched the maid reach deep between his mother’s legs, pulling the
baby out by its shoulders.

With a sickening plop, the baby
emerged.

“It’s a girl,” said the maid.

Hildred rolled back her eyes and her limbs
collapsed. Godric wondered if she’d heard the maid’s
announcement.

“It’s a girl!” he said. “I have a
sister!”

Hildred moaned and the strap fell from her
mouth. Godric turned to the maid, who was awkwardly holding the
bloody baby in her arms.

“Tell her again!” said Godric.

“It’s a girl,” said the maid, her voice
monotone and bored. She stood, pushing the baby out with her arms.
“It’s born.”

“Look, Mother!” cried Godric. Hildred tried
to look, but she had trouble lifting her head, and her eyes seemed
glazed over.

Giving up on Hildred, the maid turned to
Godric and offered the baby to him. Godric was not sure what to do.
He did not want to hold the slimy, pink creature. But it wasn’t
moving, so that made him feel a little better, like holding it
would be easier.

“I helped her birth the baby,” said the maid.
“Give me the gold.”

Godric trembled as he searched for his pouch
and picked out a golden piece. He did not want the woman to see how
many more coins he had inside. He also did not want her to leave.
He didn’t know what to do with his mother and the baby now that the
birth was finished.

He handed her the coin, and she handed him
the baby. He was surprised by how small and light it was in his
arms. The maid took the coin with a smile, her eyes gleaming, and
hurried away.

Godric looked down at his new sister, trying
to position her in his arms in a way that would be comfortable. But
that was difficult, especially when the baby gave no sign of what
it wanted. It did not speak, nor move, nor make any sign of life at
all. He shook it a little, but its slimy eyes remained shut.

“Godric,” groaned Hildred. “Give her
here.”

Gladly, Godric handed the baby to his mother.
Hildred’s arms seemed weak, and she set the baby down on her own
shrunken stomach.

“What will you name her?” asked Godric.

“I don’t know,” said Hildred. “Why is she so
quiet?”

Godric reached out and poked the baby, but
she remained quiet. “I don’t know! Is she supposed to make
noise?”

“Godric … take her.” Hildred leaned back, as
if she had no more strength in her arms, and Godric hastily reached
to take the quiet baby.

“What now, Mother?” he asked.

“Now, we wait for the afterbirth.”

“What’s that?”

“It should come soon.” Hildred looked at him
warily. “If not … perhaps you should reach for it. Where is the
maid?”

The maid was gone, and Godric did not want to
reach for the afterbirth himself. “We’ll wait,” he said.

So they waited, and waited. Then Hildred
groaned, and something else came out between her legs. It was
white, and curly, and slick with blood.

“Is this it?” said Godric. He felt sick to
his stomach. He wanted nothing more than to put away the quiet baby
and go to sleep. Everything would be fine after a night of rest,
surely.

“I … don’t know,” groaned Hildred. She looked
down at herself, her face as pale as the sheets covering her pasty
body. “How does it look?”

“Bloody,” said Godric, and so it was. The
blood kept coming, and coming, and coming, from between his
mother’s legs. He did not know any person had so much blood
inside.

“That’s … it …” said his mother, and rested
her head.

“Mother?” said Godric. He did not want to
hold the baby anymore. She strained to look at him, and
understanding finally crossed her face.

“I’ll take her,” she said. But as she took
the baby in her arms, which was silent and stiff, her face squeezed
up, and she started crying. Unable to help himself, Godric started
crying, too. “She’s dead,” said Hildred. “And I shouldn’t still be
bleeding.”

Godric wiped his nose. “I’ll go get the maid
...”

“Don’t,” snapped his mother. “She’s useless.”
Her head fell back on the bed and she closed her eyes. “I’ll just
rest a bit.”

He was happy to hear a plan of some sort,
even if that plan was only to lie down and rest. He got up on the
bed with her, even though it was small and wet, because it still
seemed warmer and safer than his own.

As weary as she was, Hildred could not seem
to sleep, and neither could Godric. He felt her shaking against
him. He looked up and saw her crying, but her face looked
angry.

“Damn him,” she said.

“Who?”

“Eadric.” She reached an arm to pull Godric
close, but her grip was weak. It seemed she didn’t want him to look
at her face, contorted with emotions as it was. “I hope the Lord
forgives me for my foolishness.”

Now Godric felt angry, too, though he wasn’t
sure at whom. “This is Father’s fault?”

“He tempted me,” said Hildred, “and I
succumbed. This is my punishment. Hopefully it will be enough to
earn me a place in heaven.”

Godric hated to hear his mother talk that
way. He missed Eadric more than ever. Eadric would have had
something clever to say to Hildred so that she would feel better.
He was always able to make people feel happy, though a lot of the
time, they didn’t seem to want to be. He didn’t understand it. He
wanted to feel happy about something but he couldn’t think of a
single thing to feel happy about.

Crying made him more exhausted than anything
else so, at long last, he slept. He slept, and he slept, and he
slept. Even when he felt himself starting to wake up, he willed
himself back to sleep. He suddenly felt as if he never wanted to
wake up again.

He grew so cold that it eventually forced him
awake. His woolen tunic was soaked with blood, though most of the
blood had hardened to a flaky brown crust.

Hildred’s body was cold to the touch, and her
open eyes did not blink even when he shook her. He understood that
she was dead, and there was nothing to be done about it. Crying
would not help matters at all. He didn’t even want to think about
it. He told himself he would check on her later, and maybe she’d be
better.

He needed food.

He went to the kitchens. All he could find
was a piece of molding bread. He tore off the mold and ate the
rest. But he was still hungry, so he kept looking.

Then he heard horses.

They were galloping along the earth outside
the building. That was strange. If riders were here, why wouldn’t
they tether their horses in the stables?

He heard men talking, but he did not
understand what they said. They spoke in Danish.

He froze to the spot. Danes. Vikings. Most
likely, Canute’s men, coming to seize the stronghold. He heard them
getting off their horses and walking around. They spoke to the
servants, probably in English now, but too far away for Godric to
understand them.

Eventually he willed his feet to move. He
went to the corner and found a sack. It smelled of old apples, but
it was empty. He threw the sack over him and remained still.

He heard yet more horses, and more distant
shouting. Then everything went silent.

“Slaves. Servants. Free men. You will work
for me now. My name is Leofwine, and I am the new earl of
Mercia.”

Earl of Mercia! It took Godric a moment to
remember the name “Leofwine,” but then he recalled the sneering man
in the yellow robes. He did not like Leofwine, and Leofwine did not
like him.

Despite that, Godric was not afraid of
Leofwine. He remembered the way Eadric had talked to Leofwine and
wanted to smile to himself. No—what scared Godric was the Vikings.
They must be here to protect Canute’s interests.

Suddenly, Godric thought of Thorkell.
Thorkell would protect him. But Thorkell was all the way in East
Anglia, where he ruled an earldom of his own and lived with his son
Finn. He might have been in Lundenburg over Christmas as Eadric had
been, but if he’d been concerned enough to ride here, he could have
gotten here as soon as Aydith.

He heard footsteps enter the kitchen. Two
men. They shuffled around, turning over empty barrels and pots.

“I thought Eadric was the richest man in his
kingdom?” snorted one. Though he spoke in English, Godric’s blood
chilled with fear. His voice was tinged with a strong accent.

“The dead become poor fast,” said the other.
“Come on, let’s find the boy.”

The boy! Surely they didn’t mean Godric? But
who else could they be talking about?

“I think there’s something in this sack.”

The man pulled off the sack, and there sat
Godric, staring up at him with huge, blue eyes.

The Dane burst out laughing. “It’s a
boy!”

The other Dane strode up and frowned at
Godric uncertainly. He had a long, unruly beard full of crumbs.

“What’s your name, boy?”

Godric couldn’t speak. He tried to think of a
lie. Eadric would have told him to come up with a lie. Except one
of the last things Eadric ever told him was to be honest. Oh God,
he had no idea what to do.

“Canute said he had blue eyes,” said the
cheerful one.

“And that’s reason enough to cut them out?”
The bearded one shook his head. “Just pick him up.”

Despite his strongest instincts, Godric did
not struggle. He knew it would be useless against these two big
men. Maybe if he remained still, they would not hold him very
tightly, and he would find a chance to escape.

So the cheerful one picked him up, and they
carried him to the dining hall. Leofwine was already inside, making
himself at home at the table, handing coins to Eadric’s old
harpist, who took them reluctantly. The Viking set Godric on the
ground and held him still with one, strong hand.

“Earl,” said the bearded Dane. Leofwine
seemed irritated by the tone of the Dane’s voice, but was too
cowardly to reprimand him for it. “Do you recognize this boy?”

“Why, yes,” said Leofwine. “Eadric’s bastard.
He was in Oxford when Edmund died.” The harpist started playing a
joyful, fast-paced melody.

“Good,” said the man holding Godric, who
picked him back up and threw him over his shoulder. He turned to
go, but Leofwine’s voice stopped him.

“What are you going to do with him?” He waved
angrily at the harpist. “Play something a little less ... jubilant,
please.”

“Canute is following in the footsteps of the
Anglo-Saxon kings before him,” said the bearded warrior, “who took
out the eyes of the sons of high traitors.”

Godric couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
They couldn’t. Something that terrible would not happen to him. It
simply would not.

“That shouldn’t be necessary,” said Leofwine,
wincing a little. “He’s not even legitimate.”

“Are you refuting Canute’s orders?”

“Of course not, but—”

“You didn’t even let me finish. Canute will
be more merciful than your old king, for he is a king and
God-fearing man. Instead of taking both eyes, we will only take
one.”

Leofwine made a face, but waved his arm
dismissively. “Do what you will.” The Dane carrying him started
moving.

Godric struggled to comprehend what happened
around him, remaining instead in a vague sort of denial. This could
not be possible. Someone else would step in and save him.
Surely.

But no one did.

Once they were outside, moving through the
ominous fog to an unknown destination, Godric vomited his morning
meal of moldy bread on the cheerful Dane’s cloak.

When the Dane realized what had happened, he
cursed in Danish, then dropped Godric on the ground.

As soon as Godric’s boots touched the earth,
he took off running.

“Go get him,” said the bearded man.

“The little fucker threw up on me!”

“Then he’ll pay with an eye,” said the other.
And then they started running after him.

The fog worked to Godric’s advantage. He
hadn’t gone far, but the Danes probably couldn’t see him anymore.
Additionally, Godric knew the layout of this fortress better than
they did. He knew where to go, even if he couldn’t see well. He
could still hear their voices, but the sound was faint, distant,
and they sounded confused.

Godric knew he was close to the boundaries of
the fortress, blocked with palisades. If he tried to climb them and
slipped, he could kill himself. Better to run straight through the
gates. So he did, and they paid him no mind.

Godric had done it. He’d slipped from their
cruel, rough hands and now escaping would be easy. If he didn’t
find a good place to hide beforehand, he could run all the way to
the church and hide with the monks. They would certainly shelter
him, and even Danes wouldn’t harm a boy in a church, now that
Canute was king. Perhaps he would even tell them he’d stay there
and become a monk for good.

He wouldn’t, of course. Now that he was
running for his life—or might as well have been—everything else
seemed quite clear to him. He could not live like a monk. He was
filled with too much anger to devote his life to God.

Through the thick fog and the sound of his
fast, beleaguered breath, the truth of what Godric wanted to do
with his life shone very, very clearly to him. He had already
killed King Edmund. Now Canute ruled Engla-lond—because of
Godric—and now, because of that, Eadric was dead. Everything seemed
simple now, just as it had the night Eadric returned from
Gloucester and told him about the truce between Edmund and
Canute.

King Canute must die.

His blood burned hot in his veins. His feet
felt light and free. Yes, he would escape, and then, one day sooner
or later, he would kill Canute.

Then he tripped.

His hands and face went straight into the
mud. The ground was sticky and hard at the same time, for it had
only partially melted from last night’s frost. The pain and shock
of the fall stunned him for a moment. Then he tried to get up, but
his knee throbbed. As he struggled to his feet, he saw himself
covered with blood, and for a moment he feared it was his own. Then
he remembered it was his mother’s.

He took too long trying to stand, and he
already saw the shapes of the Danes drawing closer to him. He
looked in horror at his footsteps in the brittle mud behind him and
realized it must have been easy for the Danes to follow him, after
all. They weren’t even out of breath.

He tried to run again, but a rock struck him
in the back of the head, and he fell once more. A large knee
pressed between his shoulder blades and drove him against the
earth, slowly at first, then with excruciating pressure. He tried
to scream, but he couldn’t even lift his mouth from the mud.

“Enough,” snapped the other one. “He’s just a
boy, and if you’re not careful, you’ll kill him.”

“Why not kill him?”

“Because Canute wants to be merciful. For
Odin’s sake, let him breathe.”

The pressure lifted from Godric’s back, and
the strong hands of the Viking flipped him over. Then the knee
returned, this time on his chest. Godric screamed again. The Viking
put a stop to that by placing his large hand over Godric’s
mouth.

The bearded man knelt down and leaned over to
peer into Godric’s eyes. “You’re a foolish one,” he said. “If you
hadn’t run, I could have warmed my blade with the fire first, and
this would have been easier. We might have even bandaged you up and
seen you off.”

Godric saw the blade now, a large sword
already bared and glistening with mist. He tried to squeal again,
but only a faint echo of his terror trickled out of the Viking’s
grip.

“Learn something from that, boy. Disobeying
Canute: bad. Following orders: good. King Canute is being merciful
to you as we speak. Did you know he placed Eadric’s head higher
than anyone else’s in Lundenburg?” The Viking holding Godric
started to laugh, but the other stopped him with a cold stare.
“Canute could have decided to take both your eyes out. He could
have just killed you. Instead, you’re losing something you don’t
even need.”

He started lowering the blade towards
Godric’s face. Godric twisted and squirmed with all his might,
enough to budge even the mighty grip of the man holding him.

“You didn’t hear a word I told you,” said the
Dane. “Struggle and this only gets messier.”

“Go ahead,” snarled the grinning Viking. “Try
to escape.”

Godric could do nothing, not even scream his
agony, as the sword thrust into his eye.

*

The cold air wrapped him up, driving a wall
between his body and his mind. He no longer felt his arms or legs.
Perhaps his mind had simply been overwhelmed by physical sensation,
for now he felt nothing, and that put him at peace. He did not want
to move at all. Perhaps never again. To move would be to recognize
the fact he still had a body, and that body was dying.

He lay in the middle of the streets of
Tamworth. Sometimes he glimpsed the shadows of people moving around
him, dark looming shapes through the fog, but they only paused a
moment then disappeared again. Perhaps they thought him dead, or
nearly enough so to not be worth any effort. Perhaps they were only
his imagination, and perhaps he could no longer see anything at
all, because what he did see through his one remaining eye—caked
now with blood and filth—seemed to appear from a nightmare.

He felt himself continue to bleed for a long
time from where his right eye used to be. If he paid heed to his
body at all, he felt the warm blood trickling down his face.
Perhaps he could have done something to stop it. Wrapped it up, or
patched it with cow dung, as Bald’s Leechbook would suggest. But
that would require moving. That would require more feeling.

The day passed on, growing slightly warmer,
so that his fingers tingled, then colder again, so that the
tingling returned to a dull ache, then nothing. He heard even more
people bustling about him, but no one moved to help him. He did not
mind. If he wanted them to, he might have called for their help. He
ignored them as completely as they ignored him.

When the darkness returned, along with a
coldness strong enough to steal the sensation of his body forever
and lull him into eternal sleep, he heard someone approaching. This
someone sounded different than everyone else, more important. The
footsteps were slow and heavy, coming directly towards him with
strength and purpose, making the earth groan with his presence.

Strong hands pulled him from the mud and
lifted him up.

“Godric,” said Thorkell.

Godric leaned into the sturdy wall of
Thorkell’s chest, and as the great Jomsviking carried him away, he
fell peacefully to sleep.

*

Sensation returned to Godric much too
quickly. He awoke by the warmth of a fire, his head throbbing and
aching within and without. He lifted shaking hands, warm enough to
feel the mist on his fingertips, and lightly touched his own face.
He felt as if he touched that of a monster’s. He felt blood, and
torn flesh, and a bundle of bloody cloth wrapped tightly around his
head, diagonally so that he could still see from his other eye.

“Don’t touch it,” said Thorkell. He sat next
to Godric, poking the fire with his sword. The night was thick
beyond the glaring brightness of the flames, black and empty, for
all Godric could tell. Nothing existed anymore but him and
Thorkell, and the large war-horse Godric glimpsed on the edges of
the firelight. He liked it that way. Thorkell would make everything
good again.

But no, he realized. Nothing was good.
Thorkell could not bring his mother back or give him another eye.
Thorkell came too late.

“I sent men to come get you some time ago,”
Thorkell said, as if reading Godric’s mind.

“But they never came,” said Godric.

“No. I guess not.”

They were both silent for a time. Godric’s
memories started to return to him, slowly, like an approaching
storm-cloud. But his entire body stiffened, and his mind went blank
before he could think beyond a certain point. From that point,
before Canute’s men took him, he imagined what it might have been
like if Thorkell’s men had arrived and taken him away some time
ago. Why couldn’t that be what really happened? He felt as if he
ought to cry again, but he couldn’t. His head hurt too much, and in
any case, he didn’t have the strength.

“I need to know if you’ve seen Aydith.”

Godric sat up a little, alert. “Aydith, why?”
He thought about this a moment, for Thorkell was in no hurry to
answer. “Does everyone know she’s alive?”

Thorkell studied Godric a moment, perhaps
wondering how much Godric knew, as well. “No.”

Godric wanted to ask more questions. He knew
Thorkell did not enjoy explaining things. He usually left that sort
of thing to Eadric.

“She said she might go to Canterbury,” said
Godric at last. “Or Castle Corfe.”

“Hm.” Thorkell stirred the fire again. He got
up and pulled salted meat from his pouch. As he handed some over,
Godric realized just how hungry he was, like his stomach might
consume the rest of his body from the inside out. The hunger was
strong enough to make him forget about the pain in his head as he
chewed.

“I promised Eadric I would look after
Aydith,” the Jomsviking said after another long silence. “Just
before he died.”

“Oh,” said Godric. He wondered why Eadric
would have made such a request. Godric, for one, never wanted to
see her again. But he also never wanted to leave Thorkell’s side.
His anger filled him up suddenly, writhing in his aching stomach.
“She killed him, didn’t she?”

Thorkell displayed some surprise at this, as
much as he ever displayed anything on his long, stalwart face. For
the first time, Godric noticed that white hairs streaked the Dane’s
hair and spotted his unshaven chin. He was growing old. “No. Canute
killed him.”

“Were you there?” Suddenly Godric felt angry
at Thorkell, too. Thorkell could have stopped it.

“I wasn’t in the room, no.”

“Would you have defended my father?”

“Canute is my king.” But Godric could see the
lines of worry and sadness deepening the warrior’s face.

“But Eadric was your friend.”

Thorkell looked into the fire, his blue eyes
clouding over. “Yes.” The big man’s breath caught a moment, and
Godric watched him, fascinated. But the emotions passed, and
Thorkell grew calm once more.

“So you serve Canute, no matter what?” Godric
yelled it like an accusation. He was learning something today.
Thorkell was not so perfect as he seemed.

Thorkell frowned at him. “Yes.”

“Even though he killed my father? Even though
he cut out my eye?”

The Jomsviking’s voice rose only slightly,
but it overpowered Godric’s and filled him with fear. “Yes. That is
what it means to serve a man.”

Godric hunched over, wrapping his arms around
his legs and feeling cold again. Thorkell, too, quieted. “I wish
those things had not happened. I would have tried to stop them. But
I trust that Canute had his reasons. I trained him when he was a
boy. I believe in him.”

“I want you to train me, too.”

The words spilled out of Godric’s mouth
before he fully thought them over. He wanted to become a strong
warrior so that one day, he could kill Canute himself. But he
realized he should not say that to Thorkell.

Perhaps reading his thoughts, or perhaps
simply wearying of conversation, Thorkell frowned and stood up. He
sheathed his sword with a strong, definitive motion, sending chills
down Godric’s sore skin. “Time to go,” he said. And that was
that.

Thorkell put Godric on the saddle in front of
him. Godric did not have much room, but he was happy that he could
lean back against Thorkell and rest, for he did not have the
strength to hold himself up for long.

They rode southeast, but they did not take
the popular path of Watling Street. Godric wondered whether
Thorkell was hiding from Canute, after all. Perhaps he simply did
not want to talk to anyone. Godric could understand that.

Godric did not think of much at all. When he
began to remember what had happened, his body tensed up, he felt
sick to his stomach, and his thoughts seemed to come to a
standstill. He imagined that he and Thorkell were riding through
the fields near Tamworth, looking for game together, or simply
riding. Nothing existed but the warm sun and its glow on the soft
grass.

That night, as the sky grew dark again,
Godric wished for a warm bed and vegetables. He remembered the
pouch hanging from his belt.

“I have money,” he said.

He reached for the gold, but he could not
find it.

He felt Thorkell chuckling softly against
him, and he scowled.

“Not anymore,” said the Jomsviking.

“It was a pouch full of gold!” cried
Godric.

“I know. It’s a miracle you still had it on
you.”

Godric felt confused. “Where is it?”

“It’s safe with me,” said Thorkell, and they
spoke of it no longer. Godric felt furious, even though he knew
Thorkell was right. The Jomsviking could look after it much better
than he could. Would he melt it into jewelry, like the rings around
his arms and wrists, so that he could wear it around wherever he
went? Godric would prefer that he did not. Godric wanted nothing
more than to go to an inn for the evening, or at least pay some
thegn or well-off peasant to let them sleep in a warm hall. But he
did not say anything, preferring to hope for the best, until
Thorkell tethered his horse to a tree and reached to lift Godric
from the saddle.

“Why do we have to sleep out here?”

Thorkell grabbed him firmly, picking him up
whether he liked it or not. “If you wish to become a warrior, get
used to discomfort.”

Godric felt humbled again. He stood still a
moment, watching as Thorkell went about gathering bramble for a
fire.

“Let me help,” he said.

Thorkell hesitated, then shrugged. “If you
wish.”

The sun sat low in the horizon, casting long
shadows of the skeletal trees across the brown grass. The shadows
tapered towards a sparse forest, where they cluttered and
interlocked like a black spiderweb over the earth. Godric knew that
here he would find plenty of kindle for a fire. So he walked into
it.

Very quickly, he spotted some fallen
branches, dry and easy to break apart. He gladly began collecting
them.

As he bent over, he became very light-headed.
He swayed on his feet and reached out to catch himself on a sturdy
branch. But somehow, the branch was not where he expected it to be.
How was that possible? How could his vision tell him something was
there, when in reality, it was somewhere else? Was his eyesight
truly half what it had been before? He did not understand how that
worked.

All these things rushed through his head as
he fell forward, hands flailing, his feet tangled in weeds he had
not noticed before. The ground on which he landed was sharp with
dried pine needles and broken twigs. The jolt of his head made his
wounds pound as if he had been stricken once more with a rock.

His heart pounded so fast in his chest that
he could barely breathe. His muscles tightened so much that they
felt locked in place. Even so, he pushed himself up and forced his
head to look back with his one eye, for suddenly he felt as if
someone was after him.

A large silhouette moved closer. The
silhouette formed the shape of a warrior with flowing hair and
huge, rolling shoulders.

“Godric?” it boomed.

Godric screamed at the top of his lungs. Then
he got up and ran.

He did not run fast, though he tried. The
forest, with its long shadows and complex branches, tricked and
deceived his single blinking eye. The same eye filled with tears
and blurred his limited view. He tripped.

Thorkell caught up to him and grabbed him
before he managed to get up again.

Godric’s panic increased as the Viking’s
strong arms wrapped around him. Godric flailed, then scratched and
kicked, but nothing seemed to lessen the warrior’s tremendous grip.
Yet his heart told him that if he didn’t escape, his fate would be
worse than death, too horrible to even comprehend.

Godric did the only thing he could think to
do. He wormed his little hands around Thorkell’s wrists and grabbed
the knife under his tunic. He started to draw the ruby-encrusted
weapon, and the sound of the steel against its sheath chimed in the
passing breeze.

Thorkell moved fast. He grabbed Godric’s arm,
twisting until it dropped the knife, and the pain shot through his
entire body. His blood seemed to rush in one last burst through his
vessels, then drain away, taking all of his strength with it.

He collapsed and ceased feeling
altogether.

*

In the morning, Godric awoke with his hands
bound. Thorkell untied him before handing him his breakfast. Godric
felt his belt for the knife, but it was gone.

For the rest of the journey, Godric and
Thorkell did not speak to one another. Godric could think of
nothing to say, nor any reason to say it. He felt angry, and
nervous, and sometimes paralyzed with fear, even when he sat safely
on the saddle with Thorkell. But more often than anything, he felt
nothing at all.

At night, Thorkell would tether Godric’s hand
to a tree or a shrub, for sometimes Godric would thrash awake and
try to run away. He never knew where to, or who from. Only that he
needed to escape something.

Eventually, they reached Canterbury.

The city impressed Godric, though now that he
had seen Lundenburg, nothing else seemed quite so astonishing. The
size of the church and the large tower looming over it mesmerized
him. But the stench of cows and urine struck him quite strongly as
he neared the gate, and he saw signs of a neglected cattle
market.

Almost as soon as he and Thorkell passed the
gates, however, he felt incredibly anxious. He had no idea why, and
at first he attributed it to the same anxiety and nervousness that
often seized him from nowhere over the last few days.

But as the horse trod slowly towards the
church, Godric realized that this time, there was reason for his
wariness. All around him, people who saw Thorkell stopped their
work and fixed him with stares of horror or rage. Some even gave
out a startled cry and dropped their baskets in the middle of the
street. Though Thorkell’s horse plodded onwards, and Thorkell
himself seemed still in the saddle, his muscles tensed against
Godric, like pliable steel pulled from the fire that grows cold and
implacable.

Why would a city of frightened peasants put
Thorkell the Tall on guard? Most of them were Anglo-Saxons, of
course, but plenty of Canute’s men were to be found, as well:
strolling the streets, guarding the mint, or simply watching the
market. When those men saw Thorkell, they stopped and bowed their
heads with respect.

Near the church, Thorkell dismounted and
placed Godric on the ground. Godric followed him to a secluded area
behind a small shack, where no one could watch them.

“I want you to go into the church and ask for
Aydith,” said Thorkell.

This request came after days upon days of
neither of them speaking to each other. Godric hesitated. Then he
felt the strong need to reply.

“I want my knife back.”

Thorkell grunted, then reached into his
saddlebag. He grabbed the knife and handed it over. Godric felt
ashamed as he tied it back to his belt. “I don’t know why I
attacked you,” he confessed.

“I’ve seen it happen to men before,” said
Thorkell. “Sometimes they go a little crazy after they’re hurt, or
nearly die.”

“I won’t go crazy,” said Godric.

“I hope not.”

Now that Thorkell seemed at ease again,
Godric decided to press his luck. “Give me my gold, too.”

“No.”

Godric’s heart sank, but he was not ready to
give in. “It’s mine.”

“I swear by Thor, I will give it back to you
one day. Not today.”

Godric nodded reluctantly. How could he
really argue with a man like Thorkell? “If Aydith is there, what
should I do?”

“Tell her you will be right back. Then come
out and get me.”

Godric wondered what would happen if Thorkell
really did find Aydith. If she had been the Golden Cross, then she
had once been Thorkell’s mortal enemy. In which case … he glanced
at the town around him, slowly understanding.

“Why can’t you go in?”

“Because six years ago, I ordered the death
of a thousand clergymen in that very building.”

Godric felt weak in the knees. He thought of
the kind monks who taught him at Tamworth church. They annoyed him
all the time, and often he came up with cruel little pranks to get
back at them, but the thought of even one of them being
murdered—like King Edmund, or like the men in Eadric’s hall two
years ago—filled Godric with sickening dread.

Thorkell looked away, his face a deeper and
darker shade than usual. “Go.”

Trembling a little, Godric turned and
obeyed.

As he walked, he stared at the puddles
passing next to his boots, and thought of what Thorkell had done.
It was terrible, but surely he’d had a reason for doing it. Perhaps
it had been necessary to create balance in the world.

Then he remembered Thorkell defending Canute
in the same way. “I trust that Canute had his reasons,” he’d said.
But he was wrong to trust Canute.

Perhaps no one could be trusted.

Godric clenched his fists at his sides and
stormed into the church. The large building was undergoing
construction, for it had been badly damaged during the war—probably
by Thorkell himself, Godric realized. The outsides of it did not
seem so impressive, surrounded as they were by working people
digging through the mud and moving stones slowly over logs. But
when he stepped into the nave of the church, he stopped and lost
his defiant demeanor. He gazed in awe at the tremendous walls, the
columns of the basilica, the domed sanctuary.

A monk approached him so quietly that Godric
jumped when he heard the robes scrape the stone floor. “Dear child,
have you come to pray to God? Or perhaps to confess your sins?”

As Godric turned to face the monk, he saw a
flash of disgust and pity mangle the monk’s kind expression. No
doubt he was horrified to see the bloody cloth over Godric’s right
eye socket, which had rolled up enough to reveal the sliced flesh
underneath. The monk’s reaction helped Godric’s malice and defiance
return to him.

“Neither,” he snapped. “I’m here to see
Aydith of Mercia.”

“Aydith?” The monk looked increasingly
uncomfortable, and then more so because he was trying to appear
casual. “I do not know if she is here, but I could check for you.
Why do you wish to see her?”

Monks were horrible liars, thought Godric
with a satisfied smile. “I am her son, Godric.” Godric did not mind
lying so much. “We were separated in Tamworth. I’ve come a long way
looking for her.”

“Thank God you made it here,” said the monk
with a bow. “Wait here and I’ll see what I can do.”

“I’d rather wait outside, with my things,”
said Godric. He felt very clever, because this way Thorkell would
not have to confront her in the middle of a huge and holy
church.

“I understand,” said the monk, and shuffled
away.

Grinning, Godric strolled back out of the
cathedral. Aydith was here; he knew it. And though at first he’d
dreaded seeing her again, now he looked forward to it. She may not
have killed Eadric directly, but she was partially responsible for
Eadric’s death somehow: Godric was certain of it. Now Godric would
lead her into a trap, and even if Thorkell had promised to look
after her, she probably wouldn’t allow him to. Soon she would
probably face Canute, one way or another.

He felt as if he could taste the first lick
of vengeance on his tongue, and it tasted sweet, so very sweet,
like honey in his mouth.
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Godric took the bag from the saddle of
Thorkell’s horse. Thorkell tethered the great beast to a post in
the street despite murmurs of discontent from the nearby peasants.
Thorkell had only to look at them in order to shut their mouths.
The Jomsviking hid behind some poor churl’s house, still charred
and dented from the fires of yesteryear, where he could peek around
the corner while concealing his large frame. Godric waited in the
dirt yard in equal distance between the church entrance and
Thorkell’s hiding place.

When Aydith appeared, she walked from the
western construction site, her simple dress covered with mud and
filth. Despite this, her cheeks were bright and rosy, her dark eyes
glistening as she approached. Not for the first time, Godric felt
intimidated by her, though he severely wished he did not. She was a
woman, for one, and she was not particularly tall or big. But the
way she moved suggested strength and purpose; her shoulders were
broad and sturdy, her steps wide and firm. Clearly, she had been
helping the churchmen build all day, but instead of being exhausted
by the labor, she looked invigorated.

A few feet away, she stopped and studied him.
The sparkle in her eyes faded as they took in Godric’s injury.

“One eye,” she said simply. No greetings, no
apologies, no kind words at all. “Why would they take only
one?”

Rage filled Godric. He imagined leaping on
her, unsheathing his dagger, and showing her how it felt to lose an
eye. But Thorkell was waiting. Godric needed to make it easier for
Thorkell to sneak up on them. He started walking forward without
explanation, putting himself between Aydith and the church, then
stopped again. They turned to look at each other once more, but now
her back was to Thorkell.

“Canute had ‘mercy’ on me,” said Godric.

Aydith frowned as she considered this, paying
no heed at all to his sarcasm. “I suppose so,” she said after a
moment. “My own father would not have been so merciful, I
suspect.”

Godric scowled and fumed at her, his nails
cutting his palms as he clenched his fists. His wrath did not faze
her at all, and that only made him angrier. In any case, it
subsided slightly when he saw Thorkell emerge from his hiding place
and sneak closer. Godric’s snarl twisted into a smirk.

“Well, you should thank God that nothing
worse happened to you,” Aydith went on, oblivious. “And I hope you
have learned something, as well. If you had come with me, that
wouldn’t have happened.”

“How can you protect me? You can’t even
protect yourself.” He couldn’t help himself. A smile broke across
his face, wide and beaming. “I’ve tricked you, I’ve tricked
you!”

A puzzled expression washed over Aydith’s
face, just before she followed Godric’s gaze to the large shadow
behind her. Godric glimpsed the shock and fear that filled her eyes
in that moment, and he reveled in it. She would not speak to Godric
so crudely ever again.

Thorkell reached for Aydith, and just as his
thick fingers brushed her shoulders, she slipped from his grasp.
But instead of jumping away from him, she moved towards him.

Godric struggled to make sense of it all as
he watched. Somehow, Aydith’s position against Thorkell’s body gave
her the advantage. She stood between Thorkell’s hand and his own
sword, which she reached for herself. As he clamped his arms over
her, she grasped the hilt of the weapon, and when he shoved her,
she took the sword with her, its sharp point aimed for its
master.

Instinctively, Thorkell reached for the
blade, only to slice his palm across the sharp edge. He grunted as
his blood dripped to the earth and Aydith fell back, sword
raised.

They stood that way a moment, staring each
other down. Thorkell’s expression wavered between outrage and
admiration. Aydith seemed uncertain of what to do. Perhaps her
instinct was to kill Thorkell, but she knew better than to act on
it. She was already exiled, but to kill a man like him would result
in certain death. She was a woman, but even so, Canute might make
an exception and give her a horrible execution.

“I’m here to help you,” Thorkell said at
last.

“Cow shit,” Aydith snarled. “Even if you’re
telling the truth, I do not want your help.”

Thorkell took a deep breath, spreading his
leather-strapped shoulders even wider, causing his chest to swell
like a bulging barrel. Even Aydith shrank back slightly with fear.
At that same moment, a flurry of movement blurred the entrance of
the cathedral. Monks bustled about, and then a man in long white
robes came forward. He had a dainty, clean face and a weak,
high-pitched voice.

“What is happening here?” Despite his nasal
tone, his voice carried the confidence of someone used to giving
orders. Godric wondered if he might be some sort of bishop.

Thorkell ignored the churchman completely,
staring only at Aydith. “You’ve attacked the earl of East Anglia,”
he pointed out, raising his bloody hand as proof, “and taken my
sword.”

Aydith glanced nervously about, for onlookers
were gathering quickly, and Thorkell had a point. She did not
appear to have the moral high ground. When she saw that the bishop
was in earshot, she took heart, and turned to face Thorkell with
new determination. “You’re the one who carries the blood of
hundreds of holy men on those hands, spilled onto the ground
beneath our very feet, along with that of the innocent laymen you
struck down with clubs, and the babies you crushed under your
carriages.”

Godric blanched at this illustration. Had
Thorkell done all that, too? He wasn’t denying it. Instead, the
Jomsviking took another great breath, the jewels along his body
clattering and sparkling, his armor creaking with the strain of his
expanding muscles.

“You’ve attacked the Earl of East Anglia,” he
said again. “And you’ve stolen my sword.”

Godric smiled to himself. Aydith was a fool
to defy Thorkell. Anyone was.

All this time, the bishop-man crept closer,
though now he slowed down out of caution. He stared in horror at
Aydith’s sword. “Aydith, what is this?”

To the surprise of all the people watching,
Thorkell knelt suddenly in the mud, bowing his head so that his
long hair fell softly around his shoulders. “Archbishop Lyfing,” he
said. “I am …” He grunted, the wheels of his head turning almost
visibly as he sought the right word. “Penitent,” he said at last.
“I am penitent to do this here and now, but I must take this woman
under custody.”

Thorkell’s act of humility appalled Godric,
along with everyone else in the crowd. The faces of the Danish
warriors among the throng were the most difficult to read, but even
they glanced around at each other, uncertain. Godric realized that
Thorkell was an earl, after all, as Eadric had been; Jomsviking or
not, he still had to deal in courtly affairs. Godric felt as if
he’d been realizing a lot of things lately, all at once, and like
threads of a spider web, they were latching together to form a new
picture of the world in his head. Perhaps it was true that this
behavior was unlike Thorkell. But perhaps Godric was only realizing
something else new about the world.

Thorkell rose to his feet with a surly
grunt.

Belatedly, Godric realized that Thorkell had
called the man in front of him “archbishop.” This was the
archbishop of Canterbury! In that case, he truly was a very
powerful man. Even so, he seemed at a loss.

“What is she accused of?”

Thorkell’s face contorted with contemplation.
After a long while, he said, “That is none of your concern.”

“It most certainly is my concern!” The
novelty of Thorkell’s humble bow was fading, and now the little
man’s feathers were ruffled. “You are in Kent, Earl Thorkell, and
if you have charges to make, you’ll take them to the shire
reeve.”

“No, I won’t.” Thorkell must have given some
invisible signal, for quite suddenly, every Dane in sight had his
hand on his sword. There was no question now as to who possessed
their loyalty.

Lyfing realized this, and his thin, shiny
face flushed red.

Aydith remained poised with the sword all the
while, watching, but her stubborn shell was cracking. Violence
simmered in the air, and she was the only one who could dispel it.
“I’ll go with you,” she told Thorkell. Then she sent a desperate
look at the archbishop, as if the two of them had an understanding.
Godric wondered what it could be.

“Her children are here!” he burst out.

Thorkell looked at him with a mixture of
irritation and surprise; apparently, Aydith’s submission had been
enough to placate him. But then he said, “They can come, too.”

Aydith’s eyes looked as if they could burst
into flame. “They’ll do no such thing!” Her tone made it obvious
that on this subject, she would never relent. “They’ll stay here,
under the protection of the church.”

Thorkell shrugged. “If you wish.”

Trembling, Aydith dropped Thorkell’s sword,
and it sank with a heavy squelsh into the mud. He bent to
retrieve it with an irritated frown.

And at that moment, Aydith bolted off
running.

Somewhere in his brain, Godric must have
known what she would do, for he was ready. Her path away from
Thorkell and through the crowd required her to pass near Godric. He
kept still at first, waiting for the right moment. Then he leapt
forward, held out his foot, and tripped her.

Aydith had already gained so much momentum
that her fall was far and heavy. Godric heard the “oomph” from her
chest as it struck the earth and forced air through her mouth. He
knew how that felt. He stiffened.

Thorkell lumbered towards Aydith, his sword
now sheathed, his large hands open and reaching for her. As he bent
over her sprawled form, Godric swayed from a spell of dizziness.
His stomach burned as he watched Thorkell’s knee descend onto
Aydith’s back, and a cry arose within him that he could not
contain.

“Don’t!” he yelled. Then, after a deep breath
to calm his racing heart, he mumbled, “Be gentle.”

“Gentle?” Thorkell obeyed somewhat, applying
minimal pressure as he grabbed Aydith’s arms and pulled them behind
her. Through the wall of concentration on the Jomsviking’s face,
Godric glimpsed something else surprising: the shadow of a smile.
“Not with this woman.”

As he pulled her roughly from the earth,
Thorkell the Tall’s pale, emotionless eyes seemed to twinkle.

*

Much to Godric’s dismay, Thorkell commanded
him to stay with Aydith’s older children at Canterbury Cathedral.
Even so, Godric followed Thorkell to his horse. Thorkell took the
rope from the post and applied it to Aydith’s wrists, the other end
still connected to the steed.

“But where are you going?” said Godric.

“To Canute.”

Godric gulped. Though he dreamed of killing
the king, the mention of his name still filled him with fear. He
observed Aydith’s reaction. Her expression did not waver, though
the blood drained visibly from her face.

“Then what?”

“I’ll fulfill my oath,” said Thorkell. He
nudged his warhorse, which jolted forward with antsy hooves. The
rope pulled Aydith after them with a violent yank.

Godric shook his head. Strange way to protect
Eadric’s wife, he thought. But then he pushed it from his mind. He
did not care what happened to Aydith, so long as Thorkell
returned.

The children were gathered in the yard
outside the cathedral kitchens, huddled and confused. A clergyman
stood over them, trying to control and reassure them, but he looked
just as disoriented as his young flock. Godric puffed with pride as
he approached, realizing he was the only one among them who truly
understood what was going on. The one in control.

“Godric!” Ethelfleda actually sounded happy
to see him until she noticed his disfigurement. Her face scrunched
up and she started crying. “What will they do to us?”

“No one will do anything to you.” Now,
staring at the three helpless children and recalling what he had
endured on his own, Godric realized something else. “They came
after me. I took the punishment for the rest of you.”

Kinsey and Colburn seemed impressed, but
their sister kept crying, and that scared them. “Punishment for
what?” wailed Ethelfleda. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Calm down,” snapped Godric. “I said you’re
safe, damn it.”

The clergyman gave a start. “Where did you
hear that word, boy?”

“I hear it all the time,” he boasted. Then he
tried to think of another word to startle the monk. Watching the
monk’s shocked reaction felt good, for some reason. What was that
word the Viking had used, after Godric threw up on him? The memory
chilled his blood, but that made him want to curse all the more.
“You fucker.”

The churchman’s mouth fell wide open. Godric
wondered what the word must mean to horrify a monk so. “No dinner
for you, young man.” His voice was practically a squeal. “Nor
breakfast, tomorrow!”

Godric instantly regretted his foul words.
His belly ached for food, and his body desperately needed it.
Fortunately, he knew how to deal with churchmen. He bowed his head
of messy brown hair. “Forgive me, Father,” he said. “I have sinned.
I knew not what I did. Honestly.” He looked back up and filled his
one blue eye with utter remorse. “I don’t even know what the word
means.”

“And I pray to God that you never shall,”
said the monk, but he was calming somewhat. “The Lord forgives you,
child, and you may eat with the rest of us if you repent in your
heart. But never use that word again.”

“Of course,” said Godric. But he didn’t mean
it. In fact, he knew for certain he would use the word again, and
again. He felt guilty for offending the monk, but calling someone
else what that cruel Dane had called him filled him with
satisfaction. He thought back to the moment Thorkell had bent over
Aydith, ready to pin her as Godric himself had been pinned. While
it happened, he’d empathized with Aydith, remembering how it felt
to be in her position. But he’d also felt another emotion, weakly
at the time, but more strongly when he called this monk a “fucker.”
He’d felt the urge to join Thorkell, to help him trap Aydith to the
earth, to be the one pinning someone else and filling her with
fear. To be the one in control.

He recognized this in himself, but all his
recent realizations were blurring together and ceasing to matter.
What mattered now was that he would have a warm dinner and a timely
breakfast in the morning.

Eadric, he suspected, would be proud of
him.

*

Weeks passed, and the children fell into the
rhythm of monastery life, to which Godric was best accustomed. He
enjoyed knowing more than the other kids about what was going on.
Not many plants were growing now, but the soil of the gardens still
required tending, and Godric told them how herbs were grown and
cared for. The presence of the children annoyed the monks, who
loved silence and routine, while the kids were anything but. Godric
eased the clergymen’s irritation by leading the kids himself, as
well as he could, and speaking to them the way the monks in
Tamworth once spoke to him.

Godric’s time at the church eased his spirits
somewhat, for in this wonderful stone cathedral, he was safe and
the evil world outside no longer seemed to exist. Men who did bad
things were sinners, and God would burn them all in
hell—eventually.

But that wasn’t always enough for Godric.
Even when the monks consoled him with such notions, he dreamed at
night of killing Canute with his own hands, like he had killed
Edmund. Even better, he would be close enough to touch Canute, to
lean close and carve out his eyes with Eadric’s knife before
slitting his throat. The more gruesome his dreams, the happier he
felt upon waking. Those dreams were much better than the
alternative: the hot, feverish nightmares that plagued him in the
darkest shadows of sleep, making him thrash in bed and scream
aloud. Often, he would awake from those nightmares with no memory
of what had happened within them. He would only feel fear—pure,
scalding terror—so fierce that he could not go back to sleep for
hours.

The first signs of spring revealed
themselves. The days became warm enough for people to leave off
their cloaks, and leeks began to appear in the garden. On a
particularly warm day, the monks suggested that the kids wash in a
stream near the river, for monks revered cleanliness. As he
scrubbed under his tunic, Godric found the little piece of cloth
with a badly-sewn dagger on it. He remembered the little red-headed
girl, Lindsey’s daughter, who gave it to him. Why had she done such
a thing? And a dagger, of all things to sew! With a snort, he threw
it into the stream and watched it float away.

Godric turned eleven. The sun stayed out
longer and longer each day, and on a particularly long evening,
Thorkell returned to the church. Godric heard the monks whispering
to each other in dismay that “the butcher” was approaching, as some
men called him. Godric ran excitedly from the cathedral.

He saw Thorkell’s silhouette ahead of the
setting sun, but he was not on his war-horse. He walked next to the
great beast, and the person in the saddle was Aydith. Godric’s
heart sank. Behind them, two Viking warriors followed on horses of
their own.

She still appeared to be a prisoner of some
sort. Her hands were bound—Thorkell led the horse himself—and her
expression was pinched by unrelenting anger. But she was still in
one piece, and with Thorkell, and both of those facts disappointed
Godric greatly.

“Godric,” Thorkell greeted him warmly. No
doubt he was happy that he would not have to enter the church
himself. “Get the children and Aydith’s horses—there should be two
of them.” He procured a few coins and handed them over.

Godric studied the dull brown pieces with a
frown. “Are these mine?”

“Aydith’s,” said Thorkell. “And now you’ll
give them to the church.”

Godric glanced again at Aydith, wondering why
she remained so silent, why she did nothing to fight Thorkell’s
wishes. What, exactly, had Thorkell arranged? Godric wanted
desperately to know, but he knew he’d find out eventually, if he
was patient.

He paid the clergymen and told the children
to follow him. They obeyed happily when he added that he would lead
them to Aydith, but then they ran off without him. He had to fetch
the horses on his own, though the stable master kindly lent him a
hand.

He found the children hopping about the
churchyard while Aydith tried to calm them. To Godric’s surprise,
her hands were now free. Thorkell and his two men stood close by,
watching, but Godric did not trust Aydith to behave with her hands
unbound. He wondered again what Thorkell had done to “protect”
her.

Relieved that he would no longer have to
shepherd Aydith’s children himself, Godric sauntered over to
Thorkell’s side. “Well,” he sighed. “Where to now?”

“Norwich. Home.”

This news cheered Godric up considerably. He
would go “home” with Thorkell! He would see Finn again, who was no
doubt even bigger than when they’d last seen each other. Maybe they
could even play some of the games they once played in Tamworth.
Godric sobered again when he realized that these games depended
largely on eyesight, and perhaps he would be at a disadvantage. But
he pushed that thought as far away as he could. He would live under
Thorkell’s roof, a man he had almost always considered his second
father, and Thorkell would rule his earldom of East Anglia, as
Eadric had once ruled his. Perhaps, in such a life, Godric would
find enough normalcy to help him forget about recent events.

Thorkell was still staring at Aydith. Godric
wondered why. “I have all my things,” he pointed out. “Let’s
go!”

Instead of climbing onto his horse, Thorkell
strode towards Aydith. “Ready?”

Aydith looked at him with foreboding. All of
the children, including Godric, watched this exchange with
confusion and dismay. Aydith turned back to her little ones.

“Tell us what’s happening,” demanded
Ethelfleda.

“This man …” Aydith took a deep breath and
stared at Thorkell again. The hatred steaming from her gaze was
evident to anyone paying attention. “Thorkell the Tall has saved my
life. Canute would have killed me, but Thorkell kept him from it.
In exchange, I am going to …” She took another deep breath,
trembling as she released it. “I am going to marry him.”

The words rang in Godric’s ears a long time
before he began to comprehend them. Marriage? Aydith and Thorkell?
He could hardly decipher the idea of them living under the same
roof, much less imagine it as a reality.

The other kids took even longer to process
this. They stared at the large warrior with huge, curious eyes.
Though they’d encountered him before during his visits to Tamworth,
they never interacted with him as often as Godric. If they were
lucky, they hadn’t heard the stories about him fighting
Anglo-Saxons or slaying helpless clergymen. If they had, they just
hadn’t put everything together yet.

“Come now,” said Aydith, as if to distract
them from thinking about Thorkell’s past. “We must travel as far as
we can while it’s warm.”

Godric soon understood the purpose of the two
Viking housecarls following the miserable new family on its
journey. One of three men was always awake at one point or another.
They took turns sleeping and watching the children as they
sharpened their blades. Godric noticed that whenever Aydith showed
signs of defiance or bad behavior, the Vikings drew closer to her
children, and she calmed immediately. Perhaps she was not doing
this for herself. Perhaps she only obeyed Thorkell for the sake of
the children.

Godric found himself drifting further and
further from the center of the strange gathering. No one paid him
much attention. He rarely spoke, and he rarely did anything at all.
For some time now he had looked after Aydith’s children in the
monastery, but everyone seemed to forget that. The kids only had
eyes for Aydith. She only had eyes for them.

Thorkell’s spirits, meanwhile, rose to
uncharacteristic heights. Perhaps it was because his travels
finally led towards home. Perhaps it was due to the fellowship of
Canute’s men, who shared ale with him by the nightly fire, speaking
in Danish and laughing boisterously with each other. But perhaps it
was something else. His presence clearly revolted Aydith: she
avoided looking at him, and when she spoke to him out of necessity,
her voice dripped with spite and discontent. But Godric caught
Thorkell staring at her often, stroking his beard in thought, and
sometimes even smiling slightly. He went out of his way to help
Aydith when he could: serving her breakfast in the morning,
responding to her needs and requests, helping her on and off of her
horse. She clearly did not want his help, and sometimes tried to
shove him away, but she might as well have pushed a boulder uphill.
Thorkell had his way, and guided her on and off of the saddle,
sometimes letting his hand linger on her thigh afterwards.

Godric watched all of this happen with a
vague, cold contempt. Sometimes he simply did not understand
adults. Why was it that while Godric wished for a simple world, the
adults in charge kept complicating it? Why did Canute kill Eadric
for a deed that put Canute on the throne? Why did a warrior as
powerful and independent as Thorkell serve a young, greedy man like
Canute? Why did Thorkell look with fondness on a woman who was in
every way his enemy?

Even the journey from Canterbury to Norwich
was not long enough for Godric to answer these questions. Nor did
he waste time trying. Though he yearned for Thorkell’s attention,
he otherwise enjoyed the solitude he gained from everyone else’s
neglect. They did not care about him, and he did not care about
them. He preferred to watch the landscape and its various
transformations as they traveled.

Sometimes the land was long and flat, but he
could see further in such areas, and he loved to watch the breeze
pass from one end of the horizon to the other, rustling the grasses
as it moved. They also rode through fenlands, where the soil was
moist and rich with thick sedges. As they entered Suffolk and drew
closer to Norwich, the land rolled and undulated into soft, curving
hills. Godric wondered why the earth was shaped the way it was, and
whether it had always been this way. He liked to ponder these
questions more than the ones concerning annoying and confusing
people. But he kept such contemplations to himself.

When at last they approached the city of
Norwich, Godric gasped with amazement. For some reason, he’d
expected another moderate town, with simple burg walls and perhaps
its own mint—nothing too exceptional. To his shock, the city was
almost as tremendous as Lundenburg. Like Lundenburg, rivers
surrounded Norwich, making it an ideal trading center. It was also
close to the ocean: the same waters the Vikings once sailed through
to attack Engla-lond. Godric tried to remember the maps and history
lessons from Tamworth church. If he recalled correctly, the Danes
had lived here for a long time now, perhaps a couple of
centuries.

He wanted to ask Thorkell questions about the
city, but he didn’t speak much to Thorkell lately. Thorkell would
give an even shorter answer now than if he and Godric rode alone.
It was useless, then, to speak his mind, so he kept his mouth shut,
and retreated into himself once more. He observed the world
silently as they rode through the Saxon villages, then crossed the
river through the wall to the heart of the city. Through the
bustling marketplace, where two strong roads crossed each other,
loomed the earl’s palace.

The tall fort filled the surface of an
isolated hill. The hill pushed suddenly from the flat landscape
like a boil from smooth skin, as if it did not belong. Godric
looked forward to living on top of it, just a little bit higher
than everyone else, where he could tower over them almost like
Thorkell himself. He did not imagine himself becoming an earl, now
or in the future. Possessing material wealth did not matter to him,
he thought, so much as possessing people’s respect—or fear. But
what did he know?

He was an orphaned bastard with one eye. All
he could do was ride in silence and wait to see what happened
next.

*

Even though she’d agreed to marry Thorkell,
Aydith was not keen to bring her promise to fruition. As plans were
made with the various churches throughout the city of Norwich,
Aydith complained and found problems whenever she could. Thorkell
put on a grim smile and pressed on nonetheless.

Thorkell’s marriage preparations and duties
as earl kept him very busy. He was often gone during the day or
meeting with guests behind closed doors. At night, he ate and drank
with his men in the hall, then retired to his bedroom. For now,
Aydith and her children ate and slept in a separate hall with the
servants, close enough for Thorkell’s men to keep a watch on them.
But Godric remained with Thorkell.

Even so, the two of them barely spoke
anymore. When he was not dining or playing games with his own
housecarls, Thorkell’s attentions returned to his own son, Finn.
Either way, Thorkell usually spoke in Danish rather than English,
so that Godric could not even listen in on their conversations.
Godric felt like more and more of an outsider wherever he went.

Sometimes, during the day, he tried to play
with Finn, who was now eight years old. Finn was learning how to
shoot the bow and arrow. But Godric, who was eager to teach him a
thing or two, found he could no longer aim as well as he used to,
and Finn laughed at him. Godric was so embarrassed he stopped
trying to play with Finn.

Godric enjoyed solitude to a degree, but he
began to feel lonely and depressed. Not sure what else to do, he
walked around town one day and visited some of the churches. He was
surprised to learn that Norwich had more than twenty churches in
all. Most of them were small, but Godric was determined to find a
place amongst them. Eventually, he found one with a large garden
and asked the monks if he could help tend to it during the day for
the sake of learning more about their plants. The monks were
reluctant, but pitied him because of his eye patch. They turned him
down, but gave him a small bag of white and purple carrots.

Godric was angry. He did not want carrots or
pity. He wanted to help them, and he was not even asking for pay!
Angry, he approached Thorkell that night for the first time in
weeks. He asked Thorkell to intervene on his behalf. Thorkell
merely shrugged, then turned back to his housecarls. This was the
best Godric could hope for.

A few days later, the monks gave Godric some
duties in their garden, murmuring apologies all the while.

As if Godric was not feeling enough disdain
from everyone else, Aydith treated him with utter contempt. Godric
did not know why at first, but he responded by acting spiteful in
return, and their relationship only worsened. Perhaps she was
suspicious of Godric because she remembered his presence in Oxford,
before Edmund died. Perhaps she merely sensed that Godric knew too
much about her, and she didn’t know how to deal with this. In any
case, she would ignore him altogether when they saw each other, or
give him cruel chores to do about the earl’s palace. Sometimes she
would interrogate him about Thorkell’s activities, but he would not
give her any of the information she wanted. Usually he didn’t know
the answers to her questions, anyway; but even if he had, he
wouldn’t have given her the satisfaction.
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